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Luxury consumption has often been studied at an individual level from exclusivity, 
prestige, and self-identification perspectives. However, at a socio-economic class level, 
the two prominent theories of status consumption are Veblen’s theory of conspicuous 
consumption and Bourdieu’s theory of distinction. Veblen (1899) used the concept of 
economic capital to highlight that luxury invokes conspicuousness and this 
subsequently drives emulation behaviours, while Bourdieu (1984) extended this 
argument by stating that luxury is used to mark distinctive identities by using cultural 
capital. 
Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption and Bourdieu’s theory of distinction 
provided important insights into status consumption in western societies but they were 
also criticized for their limited application to societies with uniform and static social 
stratifications. Therefore, researchers called for more research into status consumption in 
emerging economies where economic capital and cultural capital are non-uniformly 
distributed. Due to the distinct differences in cultural and economic capital between the 
different Indian consumer classes, India, a prominent emerging market for luxury 
products, provides a very interesting and varied platform to study the class-based theories 
of conspicuousness and distinction. The Indian consumer class structure is divided into 
four major consumer classes; that is, the Old Money, Gold Collars, New Money and BPO 
(Business Process Outsourcing) Generation (based on their possession of economic and 





For the Old Money, luxury is observed as a way of life and is born out of their 
habitus. In terms of conspicuousness, the Old Money demonstrates both ostentation and 
subtlety. Being the pioneers of luxury, the Old Money usually emulates those within their 
own luxury category. They use objectified and embodied cultural capital to maintain 
distinction with respect to the lower-status classes.  
The New Money uses luxury brand products to signal their status and make them 
socially conform to their Old Money clients. They are very conscious of its need to tell 
the world of its arrival into the luxury market, and therefore are highly ostentatious in 
their consumption choices and extremely distinctive with respect to the New Money from 
the rural areas and the BPO generation 
The Gold Collars believe in celebrating success while using quality and the 
rationale of value for money to justify their spending on luxury products. They tend to 
exhibit their conspicuousness very subtly. Their luxury consumption behaviour 
demonstrates their reservoir of cultural capital that is mainly due to the high level of 
education that they have obtained. They are non-specific in their emulation patterns and 
tend to adopt anything that suits their aesthetic taste. 
The BPO Generation believe in rationalizing their luxury purchases with the idea 
of it being ‘worth it’ and to express their individuality. Their purchases are usually 
moderately ostentatious and act as a means to signal their uniqueness. They emulate 
popular celebrities and idols.  
While adding another dimension to Veblen’s theory of conspicuousness and 





and the sources of capital adopted by the different luxury classes in India to demonstrate 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
The concept of luxury evokes multiple meanings. Some consumers hold luxury very 
closely to themselves as it represents their identity. For others it could be perceived as 
being an irrational expenditure. Extant research in marketing has incorporated these 
several lenses to study individual-level luxury consumption from the varied perspectives 
of identity (Belk 1988), prestige (Vigneron and Johnson 1999) and exclusivity (Phau 
and Prendergast 2000). At a societal level, the desire for luxury manifests itself as status 
consumption among various classes. Status consumption is often used as a tool to 
negotiate the social class position (Üstüner and Thompson 2012; Üstüner and Holt 
2010; Bourdieu 1984; Lamont 1992; Veblen 1899/1979). 
 To study these inter-class differences that drive luxury-seeking behaviours, the 
theories of status consumption were developed to provide some perspectives on how and 
why consumption patterns vary across an array of consumer groups. Veblen’s theory of 
conscious consumption (1899/1979) highlighted the role of economic status and how it 
drove conspicuousness and emulation patterns. The theory explained the inter-class 
conspicuousness and emulations among the bourgeois and nouveau riche in European 
society. It also identified various motivations such as signalling for status, social 
conformity, uniqueness, habitus and culture. The nature of the capital leveraged in such 
inter-class conspicuous consumption behaviours was economic in nature. 
 As an extension to this theory from a cultural perspective, Bourdieu’s theory of 
distinction explicated the role of culture and its influence on distinction behaviours. 
According to Bourdieu (1984), cultural capital played an important role in helping certain 





capital was divided into three subtypes: objectified, embodied and institutionalized 
(Bourdieu, 1986). 
Both theories have helped scholars gain insights into the motivations that drive the 
inter-class luxury consumption behaviours. Specifically, these theories present insights 
into three aspects of consumption patterns, that is, conspicuousness, emulation and 
distinction, by leveraging on the differences in economic and cultural capital.  
While these theories provided important insights into status consumption in 
western societies, they were criticized for their limited application to uniform and static 
social stratification (Holt et al. 2004; Üstüner and Holt 2010). Üstüner and Holt (2010) 
examined the relevance of the theories of status consumption in lesser-industrialized 
countries (such as Turkey) and found limitations such as the presence and  use of 
deterritorialized cultural capital. They shed light on new ways of learning that disagreed 
with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. Üstüner and Holt also called for a comprehensive 
landscaping of status consumption especially in emerging economies.  
India, as a prominent emerging market for luxury goods, provides an appropriate 
platform for studying status consumption in a non-western context. The theories of luxury 
consumption cannot be parsimoniously applied in the Indian context primarily due to the 
stratified nature of the Indian society, where the class differences were governed by the 
influence of both economic and cultural factors (Üstüner and Holt 2010). Interestingly, 
the Indian luxury consumers are divided in various socio-economic classes that can be 
classified on the basis of both their economic status and their cultural influences. These 
inter-class differences are a product of two major paradigm shifts in Indian history: the 





the leisure and the working classes; and the advent of the information technology (IT) 
boom that gave purchasing power to the Indian working class. As a consequence of these 
events, the Indian consumer class structure was divided into four major consumer classes; 
that is, the Old Money, Gold Collars, New Money and the BPO (Business Process 
Outsourcing) Generation (Chadha and Husband 2006). An application of Bourdieu’s 
Lifestyle Classification Model (1984) classifies the Old Money (similar to the western 
bourgeois class) of India under high cultural and economic capital, while the New Money 
can be classified as one possessing high economic capital but low cultural capital. The 
Gold Collars are the ones with high cultural capital but low economic capital. The BPO 
Generation has low levels of economic and cultural capital.   
In addition, each class is characterized by unique sets of consumption patterns 
through their purchasing power and cultural linkages with luxury.  Applying the two 
theories of luxury consumption to the Indian context will aid in addressing the 
shortcomings of the theory of conspicuous consumption and the theory of distinction. 
This research also presents a more complex context to extend these theories by studying 
the motivations that govern conspicuousness and emulation behaviours, and to provide an 
understanding how cultural capital and demographics play an important role in driving 
these behaviours.  
The first research objective includes testing Veblen’s theory of conspicuous 
consumption (with regard to conspicuousness and emulation) and delving into the 
motivations for individuals to engage in conspicuousness in the Indian context. Secondly, 
this thesis explores how various luxury classes in India demonstrate conspicuousness 





with various motivations behind these conspicuousness and emulation behaviours.  
Thirdly, the research analyses various distinction behaviours as outlined by Bourdieu’s 
theory of distinction and examines how cultural background and upbringing can 
influence these distinction behaviours.  
Status consumption in India is both explicit and subtle. Therefore, this research 
adopts a qualitative approach through in-depth interviews and their interpretative analysis 
to reveal the intricacies of conspicuousness, emulation and distinction of Indian luxury 
consumers. This will not only aid in analysing the basic tenets of the theory of 
conspicuous consumption and the theory of distinction in a new context but also serve to 
enhance these theories and increase their universal appeal.  
The following chapter will first provide the readers with a glimpse into the 
literature of luxury (Chapter 2). Both the theories of conspicuousness and 
distinction will be discussed in detail. The thesis will then provide an overview of 
the Indian consumer classes and a brief history of how they came into being and 
their positions in Bourdieu’s Lifestyle Classification Model (Chapter 3). 
Subsequently, the research questions will be outlined and the research methodology 
will be discussed in detail (Chapter 4). The data will be analysed and presented 
under the domains of meanings of luxury, and according to the various inter-class 
discourses of emulation, conspicuousness and distinction (Chapter 5). The last 
chapter will highlight the contributions of this research to literature on luxury in 






CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE OVERVIEW 
Luxury has been defined as having consumer possessions that form an extension of an 
individual’s identities (Belk 1988; Vigneron and Johnson 1999). Understanding the 
concept of luxury at a socio-economic class level, sociologists like Veblen (1899/1979) 
highlighted that luxury invokes conspicuousness that subsequently drives emulation 
behaviours. Bourdieu (1984) extended this argument by stating that luxury is used to 
mark distinctive identities. Therefore, luxury is perceived to be articles or a lifestyle of 
‘prestige’ that demonstrates the conspicuous, unique, social and hedonistic aspects of our 
identities (Vigneron and Johnson 1999).  
At a societal level, research scholars have explored various aspects of luxury and 
have derived theories explaining the consumption patterns from their observations. Two 
prominent theories in this literature are Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption 
(1899/1979) and Bourdieu’s theory of distinction (1984). Both theories have helped to 
illustrate the differences in the consumption patterns of individuals across different socio-
economic classes. The presence of these inter-class differences results in a variety of 
luxury consumption strategies. This thesis explores three of these strategies that 
consumers adopt during their luxury consumption, both across different classes and 
within the same class, namely conspicuousness, emulation and distinction. The strategies 
of conspicuousness, emulation and distinction are derived with theoretical support from 
Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption and Bourdieu’s theory of distinction.  
The theory of conspicuous consumption and the theory of distinction were class-
based theories that explicated the role of economics and cultural background of an 





stated theories (Sections 2.1 and 2.2) and goes further to dissect underpinnings for 
conspicuousness, emulation (Section 2.1.1) and distinction patterns (Section 2.2.1). It will 
also highlight potential areas of research (Sections 2.1.2 and 2.2.2) and define the 
research questions to be tested.  
2.1 Veblen’s Theory of Conspicuousness 
The theory of conspicuous consumption found its roots in uncovering the status-
signalling propensities of the leisure class in the nineteenth century. The leisure class 
consisted of those who did not work but appropriated the surplus produced by the 
working class, also known as the nouveau riche. These individuals had inherited great 
amount of wealth from previous generations, while the nouveau riche worked their way 
up the ladder. In order to secure their position of power and draw a clear boundary with 
the working class, the leisure class indulged in conspicuous activities such as buying 
expensive properties as a reflection of their status (Veblen 1899/1979; Vigneron and 
Johnson 1999). According to Veblen, the rationale behind engaging in conspicuous 
behaviours mainly entailed signalling for higher statutes and the need for their acts of 
ostentation to have emulative value to those in the lower classes.  
The leisure class tried very hard to maintain their power distance with the 
working class through several ways. For example, owning properties was one of the most 
prominent ways towards such ostentatiously dominating behaviour by the leisure class. 
The inherited properties were especially considered of paramount importance than the 
ones acquired by their own effort, as they signalled a long heritage and a temporal 
component, thus deepening the already existent boundaries with the nouveau riche 





The two means through which the leisure class consumed conspicuously were 
indulging in leisure activities and lavish expenditure on consumption (Veblen 
1899/1979). Both of these acts symbolized their status within the social strata. Over time, 
such indulgences provided the leisure class with the ability to spread envy, evoking word-
of-mouth that the working class consumed whole-heartedly. Thus, this spurned a chain of 
events that resulted in the lower classes trying to engage in emulation behaviours of the 
higher classes that they thought were their ideals, while the upper classes tried to 
distinguish themselves through public displays to the working class, thereby maintaining 
this class gap.  
As the signals of conspicuousness spread, emulation served as the best form of 
flattery and reinforced the supremacy of leisure classes. This endless search for status 
resulted in a viral spread of conspicuous signals such as properties, slaves, women and/or 
luxury goods. A point was often reached where such conspicuous cues were saturated, 
incentivizing the search for new symbols of conspicuousness for the higher class (Trigg 
2001). Though the objects of conspicuousness have changed over time, the motivation for 





2.1.1 Veblen’s Theory of Conspicuous Consumption: Motivations and Drivers 
Extant research highlights that the psychological determiners of conspicuousness are 
embedded in the signalling for status, exhibiting the need for uniqueness, demonstrating 
social conformity and consuming luxury habitually and culturally (Chaudhuri and 
Majumdar 2006; Amaldoss and Jain 2005). The following sections examine some of 
these factors in detail.  
Signalling for status: To demonstrate being of a higher status, individuals tend to 
engage in signalling through ostentatious consumption patterns. Researchers have found 
that certain products, especially in the identity categories of being high-status items, such 
as apparel, cars and watches are used to signal wealth, power and status in public settings. 
Therefore, this inspires individuals to engage in these purchases. The Theory Of 
Conspicuous Consumption also argues for luxury consumption to be demonstrated in a 
manner that represents an individual’s status (for the leisure class) or their aspirational 
status (for the nouveau riche).  
In the post-modern era, the signals of conspicuousness have changed and so have 
the criteria that are used to determine the value of these signals. The availability of 
disposable income has allowed for the price of a product to be the singular determining 
factor of its quality. Several researchers demonstrated that in the minds of many 
consumers, higher price acts as a heuristic for superior quality (Lichtenstein et al. 1993). 
Therefore, in the quest for quality, such consumers often end up purchasing highly-priced 
products. Additionally, research had also suggested that consumers equated these highly-
priced quality items with their prestige (Stafford and Enis 1969). Therefore, expensive 





signalling (Congleton 1989) (indirectly via the assumption of quality). Therefore, 
conspicuous consumers, in order to impress others, attached greater importance to 
purchasing products with higher price, as it acted as an indicator of prestigious status in 
their minds (Vigneron and Johnson 1999).  
Uniqueness: Consumers and their search for uniqueness have been observed 
through various forms of consumption. For instance, the limited supply of certain 
products increases consumers’ perceptions of the product. Consumers often buy such 
‘limited-edition’ products to enhance their need for uniqueness. Further, another 
manifestation of uniqueness is depicted when consumers often reject dominant values 
and create newer meanings of self-expression by pursuing something new or different 
(Chaudhuri and Majumdar 2006). This pursuit of unique objects makes these consumers 
emulation-worthy. However, on being emulated, the consumers strive to find other 
products that are unique and so this cycle continues. This phenomenon is also called  the 
Snob effect. The Snob effect acts in parallel to the bandwagon effect as the latter 
increases the demand for luxury products with everyone engaging in its consumption, 
while the former reduces the demand for luxury products since such consumers actively 
avoid buying products which are being consumed by everyone (Corneo and Jeanne 
1997).  
Social conformity: The society of conspicuous consumers was often highly 
networked. These networks often give rise to social conformity effects (Chaudhuri and 
Majumdar 2006). Indications of social conformity rose when researchers illustrated the 
effects of interpersonal factors such as how other individual’s or group’s behaviours can 





the bandwagon effect (Duesenberry 1967). While emulation often started from invidious 
consumption, it often ended up with social conformity for many consumers from lower 
classes; it was a way to preserve their self-esteem (McCormick 1983). 
The motivations behind the bandwagon effect or social conformity are 
memberships to ‘exclusive’ groups and the self-image associated with it. Behaviours 
related to ambiguous situations where consumers look for cues towards decision making 
are also facilitated by the bandwagon effect (Burt 1982). These motivations capture 
dynamic shifts in consumer behaviour; therefore,  it is important to understand them as it 
contributes to the current fashion or fad. The factors governing this bandwagon effect 
will help us understand how individuals tend to emulate others for the need for social 
conformity and acceptance.  
Habit: Habit is known to be a collection of previous cognition that is subsequently 
used to provide decision rules to many situations including consumption behaviour 
(Biggart and Beamish 2003). It is marked by the propensity of people to continue what 
they have been doing in the past, without deliberately thinking about it. The concept of 
habits involves – “taken-for-granted expectations about the proper way of consuming 
and living that are followed as a matter of course rather than a deliberate action” 
(Dwyer 2002). Therefore, consumers tend to stick to the goods or levels of expenditure 
once it becomes a habit. Similarly, emulation can also be seen as a chronic habit of lower 
classes.  
The habitual purchase of products was also seen in the leisure classes where they 





patterns of the leisure classes are often habitual, as it has been passed on from previous 
generations.  
Culture: The cultural background of a consumer also drives the motivations to 
emulate and engage in conspicuousness. While cases of conspicuous consumption have 
been seen in Europe, Japan and several South-American tribes (Bird and Smith 2005), 
researchers found out that Blacks and Hispanics devote a larger share of their expenditure 
on ‘visible goods’ (Charles et al. 2007). They classified automobile, jewellery and 
clothing under this category of goods. Therefore, certain cultures can be classified as 
being conspicuous in nature. This in turn facilitates an emulation pattern as being part of 
a culture that often creates the need to adhere to the norms and practices defined by that 
culture. This drives individuals to engage in emulative behaviours of the activities 
prevalent within a given culture. 
As highlighted earlier, the behaviours of conspicuousness are psychologically 
driven by the signalling for status, the need to be unique, the pressures to socially 
conform, the presence of a habitual inclination and finally the cultural norms and 
practices of the consumer. These factors can explain the behaviours of the leisure class 
that are conspicuous and emulation-worthy, and that of the working class to emulate and 
in turn exhibit conspicuousness.  
2.1.2 Veblen’s Theory of Conspicuous Consumption: Criticisms and Research Gaps 
An examination of the Theory Of Conspicuous Consumption led researchers to criticize 
the universal applicability of its two basic tenets. Firstly, the theory argued that emulation 
would occur in a trickle-down fashion, that is, the lower classes would emulate the leisure 





narrow in the understanding of luxury consumption behaviours, especially in the post-
modern context (Holt, Quelch, and Taylor, 2004; Üstüner and Holt 2010). Holt, Quelch, 
and Taylor (2004) challenged this idea of trickle-down effect. According to the 
researchers, lower-class consumers, rather than emulating the higher-class consumers, 
emulated the middle-class. The rationale is with relevance to the status group. The leisure 
class luxury consumers being secure of their position in the social strata are willing to 
adopt conspicuous behaviours demonstrated by the lower classes. The leisure class was 
thus willing to engage in emulation from those they perceived to be in sync with their 
aesthetics.  
The second major criticism of the theory was that conspicuousness was associated 
with ‘show-off’ behaviours rather than the subtle demonstration of luxury consumption. 
In reality, researchers have highlighted that while ostentation does act as one of the 
motivations for luxury consumerism, this was secondary to other psychological 
motivations that may be imminent in the purchase of the products (Ramstad 1998). They 
also found that individuals tended to purchase objects like innerwear or kitchen utensils 
that cannot be conspicuously displayed. Therefore, the critiques called for the 
examination of subtle conspicuous cues and those that were ostentatious.  
Addressing the shortcomings of this theory, the researcher seeks to build and add 
layers to its existing form rather than counter the theory. In this thesis, the researcher 
proposes that predicting whether individuals engage in status signalling behaviour in 
subtle or ostentatious ways; whether individuals emulate those above or below them can 
be better comprehended. These can serve as motivations to explain why contrasting 





Veblen’s theory rests on the notion that the economic differences between classes 
drive the behaviours of conspicuousness and emulation. Bourdieu further extended this 
by introducing the concept of culture in explaining the differences between the two 
predominant classes in society. In his theory of distinction, the implications of cultural 






2.2 Bourdieu’s Theory of Distinction 
Possessions often reflect the consumption tastes of classes and the extension of selves 
(Belk 1988). Therefore, members of the higher classes often guard such exclusivity by 
defining a cultural capital around it. The theory of distinction states that classes that are 
higher in economic status create self-representations in distinct consumption-related 
tastes, and further invests cultural capital to keep them unique (Bourdieu 1984). Such 
exclusive consumptions occur through disinterest shown by the lower economic status 
classes towards pursuit of highbrow
1
 consumption tastes (Holt 1997). Such consumption 
tastes are socially produced by higher classes over a period of time and gradually achieve 
higher forms of distinction, since they are constantly misunderstood as illogical or 
dismissed as non-rational. For example, members from lower economic class reject the 
films liked by the elite class as showy and evasive. Over time, the gap between the 
classes grows and later acts as a high entry cost to anyone (from the lower class) 
interested in the pursuit of highbrow consumption tastes. Therefore, distinction helps in 
creating the cultural hegemony of higher classes over the lower classes. 
Elites often assign moral and social values to the consumption tastes they have 
adopted. This assignment is aided by knowledge structures possessed by them. For 
example, the assignment of a suitable meaning to a painting is often a high-class 
phenomenon. Such consumption tastes create exclusions when they suit the social 
position of the admirer. This effect is escalated to higher levels when their friends, 
relatives and colleagues, who often belong to the same class, readily adopt the preferred 
consumption tastes.  
                                                 
1
 Highbrow consumption is defined as one that involves scholarly and erudite tastes. Fine wine, orchestra 





According to Bourdieu, distinctions exist in the space between higher and lower 
economic classes. French bourgeois differentiated against the nouveau riche in the 
middle of the twentieth century. Given the presence of two dominant economic classes, 
the theory of distinction explains the unidirectional nature of distinction between the 
higher and the lower economic classes. However, researchers have called the 
applicability of this under the presence of various socio-economic classes’ context 
(Üstüner and Holt (2010).  
Fuelled by the motivation of finding a robust theory for status consumption that is 
not just applicable to western countries, Üstüner and Holt (2010) demonstrated the 
applicability limitation of the most prominent status-consumption theory – Bourdieu’s 
theory of distinction in the context of lesser-industrialized countries. The research, while 
shedding light on the ‘new consumer’ in lesser-industrialized countries, revises various 
aspects of this theory in the context of status consumption in Turkey. The researchers 
demonstrated the status consumption habits of the Turkish women from upper-middle 
class. While revising Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, habitus, and consumption 
field, the researchers argued and demonstrated that “the cultural capital is organized 
around orthodox practice of the Western Lifestyle myth, that cultural capital is 
deterritorialized and so accrues through distant textbook like learning, rather than via 
the habitus, and that the class faction with lower cultural capital indigenizes the 
consumption field to sustain a national social hierarchy.” 
With the intent of further strengthening the understanding of status consumption, 
the present research seeks to extend the theory of distinction by analysing the socio-





has historically experienced the complex layers of hierarchy, status and power in the form 
of distinctions within the society, is an interesting example to revisit the theory of 
distinction. 
This research is presented in the following manner. Firstly, a comprehensive 
overview of Bourdieu’s theory of distinction, along with the identification of the key 
constructs of the theory, is presented. The constructs are placed in the socio-economical 
setting of the Indian luxury market, to understand the gaps in the status consumption 
research to arrive at research questions. Following which, the researcher analyses the data 
collected during the field study in India to add an important dimension to Bourdieu’s 
theory of distinction from a less-industrialized economy’s perspective.  
2.2.1 Bourdieu’s Theory of Distinction: Motivations and Drivers 
Distinction finds its roots in the cultural capital of a particular region. Cultural capital, as 
the researcher has previously highlighted, refers to knowledge, education, work-skills and 
other similar intangible advantages possessed by classes in society. This form of capital is 
reproduced by future generations through the usage of social capital in the form of group 
memberships, networks, etc. Bourdieu attributed high levels of elite education as a major 
component of cultural capital. Well-educated parents brought up highly learned children 
in an atmosphere where education is imparted in elite institutions, interactions are 
abstract, and knowledge about highbrow consumption tastes is often the talking point. As 
a result, such consumption tastes spread in high classes often aided by their cultural 
capital resources (Holt 1997).  
In order to understand cultural capital and related consumption tastes, Holt (1998) 





cultural capital (LCC) resources draws inferences between the two groups. He states that 
LCCs continually engage in the material rigors of everyday life (e.g., maintaining cars, 
investing and saving money); therefore, their primary value is managing such constraints. 
Hence, they value goods for their practical and utilitarian purposes. Not surprisingly, 
LCCs dream of abundance in material things. For example, for a typical LCC family, 
owning durable furniture, a big television set or a big house might be of utmost 
importance. On the contrary, HCCs do not face such material constraints; therefore, the 
material value of such possessions is taken for granted and consumption tastes becomes a 
form of self-expression. For HCCs, their home is the playground for their aesthetic 
sensibilities and consequently, they may invest in fine art, antiques and crafted furniture 
to express them.  
Cultural capital is divided into three subtypes namely objectified, embodied and 
institutionalized (Bourdieu, 1986). Objectified cultural capital consists of real 
possessions owned by the particular class. Works of art, as symbols of distinction, are a 
common example of this type of cultural capital. The transfer of this cultural capital is 
dependent on the benefactor’s historical knowledge and strong foundation of the 
possessions. Therefore, an expensive painting sold to someone unaware of its past does 
not qualify as transfer of objectified cultural capital. Consumers from the higher classes 
often used their pre-existing knowledge of such capital to create distinctions with the 
consumers from the lower classes. Embodied cultural capital refers to the actively 
acquired and passively heritable attitudes and beliefs. Unlike objectified cultural capital, 
the transfer of embodied cultural capital takes time and influences one’s thought process 





held by an individual. According to Bourdieu, institutionalized cultural capital performs 
the same function as money does in the case of economic capital. 
2.2.2 Bourdieu’s Theory of Distinction: Criticisms and Research Gaps 
This thesis seeks to test the basic tenet of the theory of distinction, on which groups in 
society engage in distinction behaviours and against whom this is practiced. Further, it 
also delves into the different forms of cultural capital that affect these exclusivity needs.  
Status signalling often is not unidirectional; it forms a two-way street, where 
those who signal often receive an implicit behavioural response from the recipients of the 
signals. Through the qualitative interviews, the researcher wants to understand the nature 
of the reaction of lower classes to combat distinction of the upper echelons. Going 
further, for some of the luxury classes their exposure to luxury is still very nascent and 
their reason for conspicuousness might be different from being distinct. It is interesting to 
observe how these classes rationalize their consumption patterns and whether they also 
strive for exclusivity at all, despite being novices. Therefore, this thesis also delves into 
gaining perspective on how new entrants into the luxury consumption club rationalize 
and reason with their consumption behaviours (in addition to, or apart from distinction 
behaviours).  
The previous sections have highlighted how Veblen’s theory of conspicuous 
consumption explicates the role of economic status in driving class-related consumption 
patterns. Further, the theory of distinction elucidates the role of cultural capital in driving 
exclusivity behaviours. The lifestyle classification model (described in the next section), 
will facilitate a combination of both theories and their basic constructs of cultural and 





2.3 Bourdieu’s Lifestyle Classification Model 
In his discourses on luxury, Veblen mentioned the presence of several lifestyles—
‘schemes of life’ as being imminent in society; every typology of lifestyle having its own 
syntax of tastes in luxury consumption. Veblen’s theory focused more on how the 
economics of any household/individual drove their lifestyle options, thereby adopting a 
more vertical focus to defining conspicuousness, that is, of the leisure class and working 
class. Bourdieu helped to further operationalize lifestyles using the cultural capital or 
habitus. It has been previously discussed in detail the nature and role of cultural capital in 
guiding distinction behaviours. To reiterate, the cultural capital of an individual is 
determined by the upbringing of the individual, or the habitus in which one is raised in 
and one’s educational levels. Both factors further deeply influence an individual’s choice 
in music, arts, literature, etc.  
Bourdieu classified the different lifestyles into broad categories on the basis of the 
level of cultural and economic capital possessed by the individual. There are four specific 
lifestyles that emerge from the combination of both these variables (as indicated in Table 
1). 
Lifestyle A would refer to those individuals who were rich both monetarily and in 
their cultural capital. Therefore, this group would have the tastes that were culturally 
influenced over generations and the economic resources to support its tastes. Those with 
lifestyle C are not as monetarily endowed as those with lifestyle A; however, they are 
well-educated (possess institutional cultural capital) and culturally adept. Individuals 
under lifestyle B engage in activities that are ostentatious but have very little cultural 





inclination nor the economic prowess to engage in conspicuousness; therefore, their tastes 
are usually pretty lowbrow, not to say that these individuals do not engage in conspicuous 
consumption. The categorization of individuals into four classes based on economics and 
sociology can aid in our application of the theory of conspicuousness and distinction to 
more complex contexts like India, where the classification of classes is not binary and 
culturally influenced. 
Table 1. Bourdieu’s Lifestyle Classification Model  
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LIFESTYLE C LIFESTYLE D 
 
Subsequently, these variables will systematically aid our application of the luxury 
theories to understand the consumer class behaviours in the Indian context. Prior to that, 
the researcher will delve in some details of the historical underpinnings and social 






CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH CONTEXT 
According to a research by Tavoulari (2012), the luxury market has grown substantially 
in emerging economies like the Middle East, India, Russia and China. Due to the surge in 
income levels in these emerging economies, various consumers can now afford luxury 
products at reasonable prices. Thus, luxury is moving from being a ‘class’ phenomenon 
to being ‘mass’ phenomenon as more and more people from moderate backgrounds are 
beginning to afford it. Further, luxury has caught the eye of the emerging young and 
more affluent consumers across these developing economies (Tavoulari 2012). 
In a recent research by Üstüner and Thompson (2012), the researchers define 
symbolic capital as one that constitutes specific forms of economic, social, or cultural 
capital. This form of capital is recognized as a legitimate base for claiming prestige, 
respect and/or authority within a given field (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). The 
researchers also define symbolic capital as a sociological phenomenon, rather than being 
a psychological one. In emerging economies, consumer classes tend to use this symbolic 
capital to demonstrate status (Arsel and Thompson 2011; Üstüner and Holt 2010). The 
concept of symbolic capital binds economic and cultural capital together. However, when 
teased apart, these forms of capital can be used in various ways to signal status through 
conspicuousness, emulation and distinction. 
Understanding luxury consumption from a new viewpoint where luxury classes 
are diverse, historically driven and culturally rich, calls for a research site which is 
economically booming and is in early stages of luxury-model, yet possessing a variety of 





order to address the stated concerns, this research chooses India as that strategic research 
site. 
This cultural, economic and heavily populated juggernaut has captured the billion 
dollar dreams of many brand managers. After China, India is touted as the ‘next big 
thing’ in Asia in terms of luxury consumption. Interestingly, the rich heritage of India, 
courtesy of centuries of dynastic kings, always has been the early adopter of luxury 
goods. However, numerous foreign invasions and periods of colonialisms stripped India 
of its luxurious past and forced it into periods of extreme poverty and economic 
downturn. 
Nearly two decades ago, India joined the progressive world yet again and has 
been maintaining a healthy GDP signalling its rich past and potential to join the league of 
developed nations. As India grows phenomenally, with the world’s largest fashion-savvy 
youth population actively seeking luxury, many classes grow together to claim their 
stakes at being prominent luxury consumer. From the Maharajas to the Business Process 
Outsourcing (BPO) Generation, Indian consumers depict a gamut of consumption 
patterns that provide an extremely new learning ground for researchers and brand 
managers to study luxury consumption. In the subsequent sections, the research will 
provide an overview of the Indian luxury market (Section 3.1); further, it will dive into 
the reasons for the cultural capital possessed by certain Indian consumers by highlighting 
India’s luxurious past (Section 3.2). Events that led to depletion of economic capital in 
India are presented in Section 3.3. Finally, the surge of various consumer classes in the 
post-liberalization era is covered and classified based on varying levels of cultural and 





3.1 Indian Luxury Market Overview 
The current size of the Indian luxury market stands at five billion US dollars (Luxury 
Society, 2012). With a sustainable double-digit growth over last the three years and 
economic recession counting, the Indian luxury market is certainly booming. Over the 
next five years, it is set to grow at 21 percent per annum to reach around 15 billion USD 
by the end of 2015 (Luxury Society, 2012). During the financial meltdown in 2007–2008, 
Bain & Company released the World Luxury Market Report. The report estimated the 
total luxury market to be 200 billion Euros and predicted a fall of 15 and 10 percent in the 
biggest luxury markets; that is, the United States, Japan and Europe. Clearly, luxury in 
Asia is the next big thing and India is set to join Singapore and China in changing the 
borders of the world of luxury (Chadha and Husband 2006). The country, along with 
China, has been experiencing 9 percent GDP growth since 2006.  
With such sustainable growth rates, increasing number of billionaires in the Forbes 
list and 150,000 millionaire households, India has been the next target for major luxury 
brands to set up shop. While the Indian luxury market is highly skewed towards 
jewellery, clothing and personal care, cumulatively, these categories contribute over 60 
percent of the total luxury market. The major luxury brands in India are Gucci, Omega, 
Hugo Boss, Chanel, Cartier and Rolex. Brands like Omega, Chopard, Longines, Christian 
Dior and Rado have their presence in more than 20 cities in India (A.T. Kearney – CII 
2010).  
In terms of market potential, consumers in Delhi, Mumbai and Bangalore hold the 
key to Indian luxury market (A.T. Kearney – CII 2010). While industrialists and the 





and bureaucrats, Mumbai boasts of stockbrokers and diamond merchants and Bangalore 
banks on builders and information technology’s top officials to bring their huge wallets 
into the luxury stores. The average age of the luxury consumer lies between 30 and 45 
years.  
Even though luxury brands have just entered India, the Indian consumer has not 
been out of touch with luxury goods. Frequent travelling abroad and well-established 
social networks around the world are two major drivers behind the Indian consumer’s 
quest for luxury. Not surprisingly, out of every million INR spent on luxury, 50 percent 
of the goods are brought abroad. Brand managers attribute this effect to lack of shopping 
ambience and low prices in shopping festivals that are present in places like Singapore 
and Dubai. Marketing researchers, however, might attribute this trend to the ‘foreignness 
effect’ in India, where goods bought from abroad are considered to be more prestigious 
than the ones bought within the country from cities like Delhi and Bangalore. 
A recent report on luxury consumption in India summarizes the attitude of major 
luxury consumers as of an aspirer, not a connoisseur. According to A.T. Kearney – CII 
2010 report – “Size, flashiness, clearly visible logos and well-known brand names 
continue to be the key considerations in the purchase of luxury products”. In terms of 
income levels of households, luxury consumption starts at INR 10 lakhs (USD 22,000). 
The consumption levels of this class are quite low. The serious luxury consumption starts 
for the households with income of INR 1 crore (USD 220,000). There are 150,000 
households in such consumer segment, which is approximately the population of a 
country like Iceland. In terms of gender dominance, women easily outdo men as being 





promising, it only represents 2% of the Indian market (by sales). Certainly luxury has just 
explored the tip of the huge iceberg called India! 
3.2 The Luxurious Past: Religion and Epics of India 
Luxury has always been embedded in the Indian history. From the holy texts of 
Ramayana and Mahabharata to pre-independence era of kings, luxury consumption has 
been driven by the motivation to be ostentatious and distinct (Veblen 1899/1979; 
Bourdieu 1984). The class system of ancient India has also conspicuously used luxury to 
signal dominance over other classes. Therefore, it is certainly not surprising that Indian 
consumers’ honeymoon with luxury has been a long-time affair.  
The ancient texts of the two most popular religious epics in India Ramayana and 
Mahabharata contain frequent references of luxury. In days when the Ramayana was 
written, the kings used to engage in high levels of conspicuousness to signal their power 
and dominance over the neighbouring states. Women and slaves were considered 
elements of luxury and polygamy was widely practiced by the rulers. The main reason 
behind the battle between good (represented by Rama) and evil (represented by Ravana) 
was the beautiful Sita, who was abducted by Ravana as an object of luxury. In fact, 
Ravana’s sister, who described the unparalleled beauty of Sita as a final gem in her 
brother’s treasure, sowed the seeds of battle between Ravana and Ram (Dutt 1892). 
Similarly, the battle of Mahabharata was fought between the envious Kauravas and the 
proud Pandavas over the architectural paradise called Indraprastha (Dutt 1974). In other 
Indian myths, the goddess Laxmi, whom Hindus worship, represents wealth, luxury and 
prosperity. Since the gods and goddesses were considered to be proponents of luxury, this 





India organized the Ashwamedha Yagna, a ritual in which a free horse, a symbol of 
unparalleled luxury and dominance, was left loose to run around the country. Any 
kingdom that it surpassed had the opportunity to challenge the owner of the horse 
(Kishwar 1997). This example demonstrates how luxury became a symbol of power and 
status even within the ancient Indian society. Therefore, luxury, in the form of beautiful 
women, grand palaces or animals, have certainly occupied a prominent place in the 
Indian mythology and history, not only in drawing battle lines but also leaving their 
indelible mark through their ritualistic presence. 
3.3 Robbed Luxury: Caste System, Indian Independence and Rise of Consumerism 
The consumption culture in modern India prior to independence, in 1947, was 
characterized by struggles for freedom. Luxury, restricted to kings and the upper classes, 
was often considered as a resource of loot by freedom fighters in their struggle against 
the British. Divided by the caste system in Varnas and Jatis as Brahmins (scholars), 
Kshatriyas (kings and fighters), Vaishyas (traders) and Shudras (artisans), the Indian 
classes lived by austerity, inspired by Gandhian principles and encouraged self-reliance 
(Varman and Vikas 2005). The British, in their quest for status and power, enforced 
social equity via heavy taxes that peaked in excess of 90 percent. It was around the same 
time when British seized Kōh-i-Nūr, the world’s biggest diamond weighing 105 carats 
and a source of many battles. During the British occupancy, India was stripped of its 
luxury possessions that had once been a source of prestige and pride to the maharajas of 
erstwhile India (Beinhocker et al. 2007).  
The heavy aftermath of opened trade doors for the East-India Company, who later 





independent India. It was only later in 1991, when liberalization powered by economic 
reforms that India was channelled back into the global track. Consumption, revived by 
such reforms, started gaining acceptance as a measure of social status (Venkatesh 1999). 
This led to the establishment of newer classes in the Indian society that consumed luxury. 
The rising middle class people were acknowledged as ‘volume-consumers’ of luxury 
along with the ‘maharaja’ class (Chaudhuri and Majumdar 2006). They sent their 
children to elite schools, provided university education abroad and spent on utilitarian 
goods but lavishly indulged in weddings as a prime event of conspicuousness. 
Subsequently, there has been a surge in other classes within the Indian society that have 
resulted in a great degree of social and economic differentiation. The presence of multiple 
luxury classes, a great degree of socio-economic stratification and heterogeneity within 
these strata provide us with an exquisite environment to study luxury.  
3.4 Introducing the New Indian Consumer Classes 
As highlighted earlier, India is a highly stratified and complex society. Studying luxury in 
this highly dynamic context does not permit us to parsimoniously apply the theories of 
luxury that were created for a Western society. The presence of multiple classes and 
further heterogeneity within each class brings along with it several other challenges in the 
application of both the theory of conspicuousness and the theory of distinction so easily 
within the Indian context. Applying caution to this caveat, this thesis proceeds with an 
approach that not only seeks to apply and address the shortcomings of the theory but also 
extend their existing tenets. In India, the characterization of an individual can be very 
easily made on the basis of their economic status and cultural capital. Education and 





As luxury goods have permeated the Indian market, it has led to the emergence of four 
new classes of luxury: the Maharajas or the Old Money, the service class or the Gold 
Collars, the entrepreneurs or the New Money and the Business Process Outsourcing 
(BPO) Generation. These four classes can be slotted into the different categories with 
unique lifestyle patterns (as indicated in Table 1). The application of the lifestyle 
classification paradigm, which was proposed by Bourdieu, to the Indian context will aid 
in a deeper appreciation of the variations that might exist between these classes (–i.e., 
inter-class differences), and thereby define their subsequent conspicuousness, emulation 
and distinction behaviours.  
Table 2. The Lifestyle Classification Model in the Indian Context 
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The following section delves briefly into the history and characterization of the 
four main luxury classes in India on the basis of the lifestyle classification model.  
Old Money: Chadha and Husband (2006) refer to Tatas, Birlas, Ambanis, Bajajs, 
Thapars and Godrejs of India when they defined the industrial dynasties category of 
luxury consumers. The research also adds the old Maharaja clans like the Jodhpuris of 





the category, hence referred to as the Old Money (lifestyle A), has been indulging in 
luxury since ages. Cartier, Rolex and Louis Vuitton are household names for this 
category. The Maharaja of Baroda used to travel with Louis Vuitton and ordered his 
tailor-made trunks from him; the Maharaja of Patiala often asked Cartier to make jewels 
for him; the wives of this category own fashion magazines in India and wear Ralph 
Lauren and Donna Karen as their daily wear. The Old Money often went to the elite 
universities and engaged in high exchange of tastes. This segment is highly travelled and 
usually shops abroad and is in touch with the latest fashion trends in luxury goods.  
From the Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption and Bourdieu’s theory of 
distinction perspective, this category constitutes the leisure class. They are high on both 
economic and cultural capital. According to many reports on luxury consumption, this 
segment is not large enough for luxury brands to survive in India. Therefore, a luxury 
brand manager would look to expand the market share by including the other luxury 
classes. 
New Money: The second category of luxury consumers are entrepreneurs, who 
have surplus of economic capital but have very little cultural capital. This group of 
individuals from lifestyle B is also referred to as the New Money. This class is often 
mentioned as ‘self-made’ in the Forbes list of richest Indians. Riding the wave of 
liberalization, opening the early IT companies, or having old farming business in the state 
of Punjab, this segment of luxury consumers is the real target of luxury brands in India. 
Unlike the Old Money consumers, this breed of consumers share varied tastes and 
spending patterns. The entrepreneurs of south India are considered frugal in comparison 





fleet of luxury cars in India. According to Chadha and Husband (2006), this category of 
luxury consumers lack deep knowledge about brands and unlike the Old Money segment 
brands, as institutions, they are not deeply embedded in this segment. Therefore, even if 
this section of consumers does not belong to the nouveau riche category,  the knowledge 
structures of highbrow tastes (i.e., cultural capital) seem to be absent in this segment. 
These consumers are a common sight at the India’s first exclusive luxury mall 
Emporio in Delhi. Often characterized by the lack of fashion sense and heavy cash-
carrying wallets, these consumers from the villages of Punjab curiously visit the mall and 
indulge lavishly in luxury. Their source of knowledge about the latest trends and ‘what 
suits them’ comes from the sales staff of the luxury store. In order to capture the share of 
their wallets and expand the market share, luxury brands are trying to tune in to the 
complex consumer behaviour of this segment. 
Gold Collars: The next luxury consumer segment (lifestyle C) is that of service-
class employees. The category is composed of highly educated consumers. Often, they 
went to elite institutions in India. They come into the income bracket of over $1 million 
and therefore are referred as the Gold Collars workers. Unlike the Old Money, they lack 
inherited knowledge-structures; however, their tastes are derived from their high 
education levels. The lifestyle of this class is quite paradoxical. They may be driving the 
best cars, living in best homes and travelling in business class—all courtesy of their 
senior position in a company but they do not need luxury to define their identity. Aged 
35–55 years, they are still frugal in their mind set. This characteristic can be attributed to 





This class tends to score low in economic capital but high on cultural capital 
(especially that of the institutional kind). This segment believes in close relationships and 
often gives expensive gifts to their wives for anniversary or when their kids graduate 
from elite institutions. This behaviour is also attributed to the fact that they value the love 
and closeness in relationships and equate its exclusivity with luxurious gifts. Therefore, 
brand managers target this segment through their gifting behaviours. Often, combining 
points through their credit cards or flying miles, this segment can purchase the most 
expensive gifts for their loved ones. 
The BPO Generation: The last consumer segment is the gift of Indian outsourcing 
boom to the luxury brand managers. They are the Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) 
generation. Aged 19–24 years, they have tasted money for the first time in their life. Most 
of them are the best graduates. They work during night shifts and spend their money on 
movies, parties and iPhones. A little higher up the corporate ladder, one would find fresh 
engineers and MBAs with high starting salaries (ranging from INR 3.5 to 15 lakhs). 
Fuelled with big bucks, this generation wants to realize its childhood dreams. Since most 
of them belong to lower/middle class, they are tasting luxury for the very first time. They 
are quite in touch with the western culture and travel quite often. For them, independence 
is the key and money is what they worship. In terms of market size, this segment is the 
largest amongst all. At present, they are about 250 million in number. Since they are 
familiar with the popular aspects of brand culture, they do not find themselves very far 
from the elite classes. Their social identities are made up of low/middle classes and are 





decade. Though they possess less economic and cultural capital, this big consumer 
segment holds the maximum promise for luxury goods markets to thrive in India.  
There has come to exist four major consumer classes in India. These classes can 
be distinguished from one another on the basis of the extent of their economic and 
cultural capital using the lifestyle classification model. Not only does this model help us 
delineate the differences across classes, it also provides us with a common framework to 
apply both theories and study it concurrently.  
The following section states the overall research model for this thesis and 
highlights broadly the research questions being tested.  
3.5 Research Questions 
Luxury research explores the role of status classes within society and their inter-class 
consumption patterns using three strategies primarily - conspicuousness, emulation and 
distinction.  
The first research objective includes the application of Veblen’s theory of 
conspicuous consumption. Though being the proponent theory that explored luxury 
consumption patterns, the theory met with criticism from several scholars. This paper 
seeks to address these shortcomings and study the motivations that govern 
conspicuousness and emulation behaviours.  
While Veblen’s theory provided us with an economic lens to consumption, 
Bourdieu introduced the role of culture in driving distinction patterns. On that front, the 
second research objective entails testing the theory of distinction and understanding how 





The third research objective includes the study of luxury within a complex and 
dynamic context of India. Being an emerging economy that has been experiencing a 
penetration of luxury products in the recent past, India serves as an interesting research 
context to apply and extend the theories of luxury.  
While Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption was vertically oriented, that 
is, economic capital–based, Bourdieu’s theory focussed on the cultural differences across 
classes. In this thesis, the researcher seeks to integrate both aspects of these theories using 
the lifestyle classification model. This paradigm helps us to classify individuals on the 
basis of their economic and cultural capital using a cross-matrix approach. The four-
lifestyle classes stated by this model mirror those that are present in the Indian luxury 
classes. This presents us with an opportunity to test both theories and inter- and intra-
class differences borne in exhibiting conspicuousness, emulation and distinction. While 
exploring these class relationships in luxury consumption in the Indian context this 
research seeks to answer the following questions: 
1. What are the motivations of various consumer classes towards consumption of 
luxury in India? 
2. What levels of conspicuousness (subtle and ostentatious) do the Indian consumer 
classes demonstrate? 
3. What are the main effects (trickle up, trickle down or trickle within) that are 
depicted in emulation? 
4. Which consumer classes demonstrate distinction and what factors do they 





CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative method employing semi-structured in-depth interviews 
(Section 4.1) as the research method. The sample recruitment and interview procedure 
(Section 4.2) will also be presented in detail to provide an understanding of the interview 
process. A hermeneutic approach (Section 4.3) is used to interpret the textual collected 
from the interviews. 
4.1 Qualitative Approach 
The present research makes use of interpretive methodology to understand the motivation 
behind luxury consumption and inter-class dynamics in India. The interpretive approach 
differs from an experimental or survey approach. Owing to the open-ended questions and 
flexible design, this approach can elicit a more emotional, textural and detailed data 
(Bartos 2003). It also allows the researcher to probe efficiently, based on the participant’s 
responses. The interpretive in-depth interviews gather data about meanings behind luxury 
consumption and related inter-class conspicuousness, emulation and distinctions across 
various consumer classes. Given the lack of research on luxury consumption in emerging 
economies, the qualitative research contributes to the theory development and building on 





4.2 Recruitment and Interview Procedure 
This research adopts a qualitative approach and uses 32 semi-structured interpretive in-
depth interviews conducted to understand the motivation behind luxury consumption and 
inter-class dynamics in India. Luxury consumers were recruited from a range of places, 
like Emporio Mall (the only luxury mall in New Delhi), Indian weddings, elite colleges 
and also through social networks (e.g., Facebook), using a random sampling approach. 
The research also uses the snowball-sampling technique to seek more participants via 
personal recommendations. Participants must have purchased for themselves and 
consumed at least one brand from the top selling Indian luxury brands namely Louis 
Vuitton, Fendi, Dior, Gucci, Prada and Valentino etc., within one year are considered as 
the selection criteria.  
Consumers aged 20–55 years are selected among four luxury classes of India, 
namely the Old Money, New Money, Gold Collars and The BPO Generation (Chadha 
and Husband 2006). The socio-economic status of these consumers is verified from their 
responses about annual salaries and expenditure on luxury brands. In order to ensure 
demographic representation, participants were selected across various age groups and 








Age Gender Profession 
Luxury 
Class 
1 Anjana 22 Female Lawyer Old Money 
2 Vivek Gupta 50 Male Businessman Old Money 




45 Female Singer Old Money 
5 Aakriti 25 Female Event manager Old Money 
6 Ravika 25 Female Homemaker Old Money 




8 Rishu 30 Male Businessman Old Money 








11 Magandeep 32 Male Wine consultant New Money 
12 Nagar 45 Male Builder New Money 




14 Rakesh Sadh 52 Male Businessman New Money 




























19 Angelique 38 Female 
CEO of a retail 
brand 
Gold Collars 
20 Rishabh 21 Male Graduate student Gold Collars 
21 Arun Kocchar 52 Male 




22 Neha 22 Female Student Gold Collars 





CFO of an IT 
company 
Gold Collars 





26 Rahul Guha 31 Male 
Vice President of 
a media firm 
The BPO 
Generation 
27 Amitabh 21 Male Student 
The BPO 
Generation 
28 Bhavisha 22 Female Flight Attendant 
The BPO 
Generation 
29 Chaudhary 30 Male IT manager 
The BPO 
Generation 
30 Hemant Balaji 28 Male Entrepreneur 
The BPO 
Generation 









32 Ravi Kiran 33 Male 





The interviews were kept semi-structured to elicit responses about the meanings 
associated with luxury and related patterns of conspicuousness, emulation and distinction. 
The qualitative technique is of particular benefit here because it does not bind the 
interviewee within the constraints of strictly structured and pre-meditated questions, 
thereby giving them opportunities to express freely and provide rich emotional and 
detailed data about their consumption patterns (Bartos 2003).  
The researcher created an interview guide, consisting of a detailed list of topic 
areas and related questions to be covered in the interview. After the approval of the 
university research ethics board (IRB), the researcher pilot tested the interview guide 
with two interviewees. The guide was later revised for a consistent flow, while 
addressing the new issues that emerged as a part of the pilot study.  
The researcher travelled across the luxury hubs of India, that is, the National 
Capital Region (NCR) covering Delhi, Gurgaon, Ghaziabad, Faridabad and Noida, also 
the areas in and around Bangalore. Located in the northern and southern part of India, the 
research sites – the NCR region and Bangalore – provided a fairly representative 
perspective of luxury consumption in India.  
In a typical interview, the procedure started with the consent form, which was 
emailed to the respondent along with a brief introduction to the research. This helped the 
respondent to understand the context of the interview. The confidentiality-related clauses 
were also explained explicitly in the consent form. The respondents signed the consent 





briefed to them that there are no right or wrong answers and that the researcher was only 
interested in understanding their views on luxury. The first few minutes of the interview 
were spent on breaking the ice and building a good rapport with the participant. The 
researcher then went on to cover the various topics including the participant’s history of 
luxury consumption, motivations behind consuming luxury, understanding of distinction, 
emulation and conspicuousness-related behaviours and reasons behind the same.  
The interview was recorded with a digital recorder. The main technical objective 
was to maintain high-quality recording in order to prevent difficulties later in the 
transcription process. Elimination of background noise, battery power and placement of 
the microphone are the main factors that influence the quality of audio recorded. The 
researcher also practiced the same during the pilot interviews conducted for refining the 
questionnaire. The digital recorder was carefully guarded amidst various challenges, such 
as extensive travel, weather changes and possibility of theft. 
The researcher also took notes about the body language and facial expressions of 
the participant. A consistent level of empathy was maintained while uncovering relatively 
sensitive topic areas. Typically, an interview lasts for an hour with the shortest one taking 
20 minutes while the longest interview was 2 hours and 30 minutes.  
4.3 Data Interpretation  
The interviews were transcribed and the interview transcripts constituted more than 300 
pages of relevant text. Transcribing interviews poses a lot of challenges, such as changes 
in diction, word omission and incorrect pronunciation. This text was coded and 
interpreted at a later stage. The researcher used the hermeneutic approach to interpret the 





works bi-directionally, by providing an understanding of the text by carefully 
understanding its parts while keeping the overall message consistent. Similarly, the parts 
contribute to the understanding of the whole. In this approach, the interpretation process 
involves two stage of reading of the transcript. The first reading involves understanding 
of the holistic meaning of the text. The interpretation was based on the association of 
symbolic metaphors used in each interview. The participants narrated numerous accounts 
of experiences around the central themes of the interview. These metaphors were later 
considered while reading the text as a whole. A detailed reading to understand the parts 
of the text follows this. This approach also helps in minimizing the interview’s inherent 
biasness and reduces potential errors in textual interpretation. The findings of the data 
analysis will be presented in the next chapter. The researcher will cover meanings of 
luxury, distinction behaviours, emulation and conspicuousness patterns under each 






CHAPTER 5:  DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 
The findings on the meanings of luxury, emulation, conspicuous and distinction 
behaviours among Indian consumer classes namely Old Money, New Money, Gold 
Collars and the BPO Generation are presented in this section. Each consumer class is 
analysed under the themes of meanings of luxury, emulation, conspicuous and distinction 
behaviours. Owing to the varying levels of cultural and economic capital, the consumer 
classes of India attach different meanings behind consuming luxury and exhibit various 
motivations behind conspicuousness, emulation and distinction.  
Luxury, being typical and an exclusive symbol of the Old Money class (Section 
6.1), is rapidly losing its position as it penetrates into the day-to-day lives of all segments 
of Indian consumers. In terms of motivations for the Old Money class, luxury has been a 
way of life (Section 5.1.1), Born with silver spoons and innately knowing the feeling of 
luxury, most of them tend to believe that it is their birth right, and hence they deserve 
luxury (Section 5.1.4).  
With rising pay scales and increasing spending power of Indian middle class, the 
other consumer segments namely the Gold Collars (Section 5.2), the New Money 
(Section 5.3) and the BPO Generation (Section 5.4) have been experimenting with luxury 
like never before.  
For the Gold Collars, their worth comes from their struggle in the early days of 
their lives and luxury is viewed as the well-deserved prize to overcoming such struggles 
(Section 5.2.1). Therefore, luxury consumption for the Gold Collars is a means to 
celebrate their life’s successes. To the New Money, who often belong to the flourishing 





farming, luxury consumption stands as a testimony to ward off the perceptions of being 
poor. For the successful young entrepreneurs in the same consumer class, luxury is about 
fitting in with their Old Money clients (Section 5.3.1). For the BPO Generation, luxury 
consumption is all about self-representation and the emulation of celebrities and real-life 
idols (Section 5.4.1). 
Owing to the exclusive nature of luxury, each consumer class has found way to 
maintain the distinctions with other consumer classes. As a result, various discourses of 
distinction have emerged among the consumer classes of India. This research 
encapsulates such discourses of distinction by shedding light on how each consumer class 
of India derives uniqueness from luxury consumption (Sections 5.1.4, 5.2.4 and 5.3.4). 
The essence of distinction in Indian consumer classes is enshrined in the notion of 
‘deserving’ vs. ‘non deserving’. The analysis will explore various kinds of distinctions 
held by the deserving classes of Old Money, the Gold Collars and the New Money 
(mainly entrepreneurs) against the undeserving classes such as the New Money (farmers, 






5.1 Consumer Class: Old Money 
Similar to the French bourgeois, the Old Money (lifestyle A – possessing economic and 
cultural capital) consumers have been indulging in luxury since ages. The demographical 
information about this consumer class was introduced earlier in this research. The 
following sections will look into their motivations behind consuming luxury (Section 
5.1.1), their views towards conspicuousness (Section 5.1.2) and their emulative patterns 
(Section 5.1.3) along with the discourses of distinction (Section 5.1.4) present in this 
consumer class. The findings presented subsequently are derived from seven in-depth 
interviews of consumers from this class who were spread over Delhi and Bangalore. The 
respondents in the Old Money consumer class mainly belonged to families owning 
ancestral businesses, such as real estate, schools, corporate houses and law firms. Aged 
between 21 and 75 years, the respondents from this consumer class were graduates from 
Harvard, IIT and other premier institutions in India and around the world. These 
respondents were very well known and commanded respected among various social 
circles in the country. 
5.1.1 Meanings of Luxury 
The Old Money class of India leads a life of lavishness. They often belong to famous 
families and have attained the best education among their peers. The Old Money often 
own large infrastructure businesses, schools and colleges and clothing houses and are 
mainly concentrated in the urban markets. Their job required higher amount of travel 
internationally and therefore they possess high degree of social networks abroad. They 
were bestowed with a luxurious heritage and believed in tastes development. They are 





During the pre-liberalization phase of the Indian economy (mainly in the 1980s), 
the Old Money class enjoyed luxury, but not necessarily luxury brands. Their tastes were 
mainly inherited from previous generations through the choice of non-branded yet 
exclusive products. However, even if their tastes were not branded, they were expensive.  
“Luxury could have been since birth but brands are coming in more in the last 
few years. Of course, I have seen my parents buy some expensive things or 
whatever but at that time very few people have those things... The quality of 
those things was good but there was no NAME to that thing. It was never like... I 
bought this bag and this bag is a Chanel. It could be an expensive bag but there 
were no names written. Mother is a very very fashionable woman. When I say 
fashionable, I mean she inherently has very good tastes. I think I have got my 
mother’s dress sense or good taste or whatever” (Pallavi Laxman, 45, Female, 
Singer, Old Money) 
 
From 1991 onwards, when the Indian economy opened up to foreign direct investments 
and brands slowly started to feature in everyday purchases, the post-liberalization boom 
bought many luxury brands to India. For most in this consumer class, luxury brands came 
in their adulthood and were enjoyed in the post-liberalization period, mainly by shopping 
abroad. After 2001, this consumer class slowly shifted to niche (and often), subtle brands 
that could differentiate themselves from other consumer classes as luxury was their way 
of life, and they had the cultural capital to invent new tastes and economic capital to 
invest in them. 
As the key drivers of the Indian luxury market, the Old Money thrives on luxury as 
a way of life that integrates itself into every small aspect of their existence.  
" Once you have luxury, you start responding to it although it was always there 






Within the Indian context, being raised in a habitus that is steeped in luxury and their 
inheritance of family wealth, the Old Money derives its consumption behaviours from the 
abundance of both economic and cultural capital. The variances within this class are 
evident in the differences of conspicuousness at the urbane centres of India who are more 
educated as compared to those in the villages. The rural counterparts in the Old Money 
are more conspicuous as compared to their subtle urban counterparts. This also translates 
into different motivations driving the nature of conspicuousness that the class exhibits. In 
the following section, the researcher examines how both cultural and economic capital 
influence the psychological motivations that the Old Money adopts to engage in 
conspicuousness in both its ostentatious and subtle forms.  
Providing support to the basic premise of the theory of conspicuousness, 
individuals in the leisure class in the Indian context, the Old Money, engage in 
conspicuous consumption. The quote that follows highlights how this basic relationship 
translates ostentatious behaviours into a means to signal status. 
“We shifted to Delhi from Farrukhabad (a small town 500 kms from Delhi). We 
shifted because our customers migrated to Delhi so we shifted. I never wore 
branded clothes but when I came to Delhi, I started buying expensive things. I 
have a status to preserve. I like cars and clothes.” (Rishu, 30, Male, 
Businessman, Old Money) 
 
Clothing acts as a signal to preserve status in society and this compels the Old Money to 
parade their standing through expensive luxury clothes. The use of economic capital to 
demonstrate ostentatious behaviours can also be done to signal a high need for 
uniqueness in a social setting. 
“I have no hereditary possessions. I have introduced luxury into my family. My 





gotten me to study in a good college, I wouldn't have been exposed to the luxury 
brands. Not many people in my village have luxury products. I feel good when I 
wear or carry it. In my parties or weddings, it's not about luxury but about 
throwing money.” (Anjana, 22, Female, Lawyer, Old Money)  
 
The Old Money belonging to the urban centres of India has a penchant to show off their 
possessions ostentatiously to exemplify him or her as being a cut above the rest or 
demonstrating a need to be unique. Luxury choices tend to be ostentatious. For the Old 
Money, this is also associated with aesthetic taste and an appreciation for the cultural 
value of the objects of possession. 
“We had ancestral property and trading and exporting. We exported a lot to the 
Middle East. My father really splurges on cars! He has the largest collection of 
convertibles in India. He has it from 1950s to 1990s. There are about 20 of 
them. We organize a lot of vintage car rallies. It's an art and it is going to 
appreciate.” (Partap, 32, Male, Lawyer, Old Money) 
 
Splurging on cars might represent a consumption pattern that could be inherited 
generationally; however, it has allowed Partap to develop a deep sense of appreciation for 
the artistic value of convertibles. Nonetheless, these purchases are ostentatious and signal 
economic prowess. A more recent trend for members from the Old Money is how they 
prefer being subtler about their luxury consumption rather than using it as a means to 
signal their status. Usually, these luxury choices are made under the influence of the 
individual’s upbringing and therefore are very heuristic and habitual in nature. 
“I am a person who likes to pick up quality and for quality… the only way now 
that you can carry it off elegantly… the more subtly you use it or even in subtle 
brands. If you carry a Bottega, people know you are carrying a Bottega but 
there are no gold, buckles, etc. all those things are not there” (Pallavi Laxman, 
45, Female, Singer, Old Money) 
 
The Old Money luxury consumers who are subtler with their choices like to purchase 
products those are more discreet and in sync with their personal style. Though they are 





but more so for personal gratification. One could argue that this segment of the Old 
Money consumers having already established them as being affluent segment. Thus they 
use other motivations to define their conspicuous behaviours. ‘Being exclusive’ does not 
necessarily mirror a need to signal uniqueness but it is an expression of self-identity, 
through one’s lifestyle and choice.  
“No! I am not a show-off but that’s the way I like to be. I am buying the quality, 
the design and the type they offer is really exclusive. They think that they give 
you is really exclusive. I go for exclusive stuff, which others do not buy generally 
for my clothes and jewelry.” (Ravika, 25, Female, Homemaker, Old Money)  
 
The Old Money’s sense of conspicuousness could range an entire spectrum from being 
ostentatious at its core to possessing a sense of subtlety. It is, however, interesting to note 
that having it is the psychology of the consumer that defines that nature of 
conspicuousness. Individuals who value their economic capital tended to signal status and 
have a high need for uniqueness leading to ostentatious consumption patterns. 
Ostentatious behaviours were not only a by-product of wealth but also demonstrated 
when individuals are willing to invest in objects of desire that were triggered by their 
aesthetic and artistic sensibilities. It is also interesting to note how the notions of 
conspicuousness have changed with some individuals who are more subtle than 
ostentatious in their luxury consumption. Having been raised in an environment of luxury 
propels them to consume luxury very habitually.  
The findings from this section provide support to the theory of conspicuousness 
and go further to extend its basic tenets and increase the universality of its appeal. The 
definition of conspicuousness in the literature has predominantly been discussed in its 





have risen beyond their primordial needs to signal status and are forging ahead towards 
self-actualization in their conspicuousness.  
5.1.3 Emulation 
The theory of conspicuousness in its pure form argued that conspicuousness embodied 
the actions of emulation and conformity. The Old Money chose to be conspicuous so that 
they could be emulated; the working class in turn emulated and conformed to the tastes of 
the higher classes in order to fit-in. This pattern of top-down emulation is deeply 
engrained in our society and evident across the classes. However, little that has been done 
to explore the emulation behaviours demonstrated by the Old Money. Being the 
forerunners of luxury consumption, it is interesting to highlight that these individuals too 
needed benchmarks to emulate and conform to. That is to say that those in the Old 
Money also need to emulate someone. 
Being the oldest consumers of luxury, the Old Money usually strive to improve 
their already existing taste by emulating those within their luxury class and thus 
practicing an intra-class imitation. Though done informally and discretely, emulation 
within the Old Money has been practiced for generations and taste adoption within the 
class with an overall goal of taste improvement is common.  
“My fiancé’s brother is the famous fashion designer J.J Valaya. He is like me. 
He loves shopping. He has a good fashion sense too. So he is my guru like my 
twin sister… A friend of mine has started this new business. Whenever she goes 
abroad with her mother, who is a wedding planner, she buys gorgeous stuff and 
puts it on sale. She gets some of the most amazing stuff. I love her stuff and I buy 
it. It may be somebody else’s choice but I do not care! I know it’s worth it…” 
(Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old Money) 
 
The emulation patterns in the Old Money are determined by the nature of the relationship 





proximate kin or an expert whose advice is sought after. Therefore, even within this 
consumer class the patterns could be didactic in nature (trickle-up) or emulation between 
equals (trickle within). The presence of others within one’s own luxury group can be 
reassuring and facilitates more culturally steeped and aesthetic choices. 
“We discuss brands in our family. Everyone in our family has a Blackberry 
phone and even my grand-mother is on Blackberry messenger.” (Ravika, 25, 
Female, Homemaker, Old Money) 
 
“You always have people in your networks whom you know have sharper views 
than your own. Then you discuss more from such people, some visually and 
some by engaging with them. These things always end up influencing you.” 
(Vivek Gupta, 50, Male, Businessman, Old Money) 
 
Despite having a high sense of uniqueness and status, members of the Old Money are not 
afraid to volunteer advice and share their expertise with others within their consumer 
class. One could speculate that being revered for advice could act as a means to garner 
higher status within the consumer class itself. However, it is not to say that the Old 
Money is willing to sacrifice all their uniqueness. Inheritances can be in the form of 
objects or taste, and the emulation of these can strike others as exquisite. These family 
heirlooms are held close to the emulators and are usually meant to signal uniqueness.  
“I do not buy it for others, I buy things which are for myself and look good on 
me. I do not have to tell the world. I buy it for myself. People have this 
perception in Delhi that it has to be loud and blingy. I am not like that. I am 
more in subtle things. I have inherited a classy pair of Crocodile skin shoes from 
my maternal grand-father. He bought them in 1970s. They look the same till 
today. They are very versatile. You can wear it anytime with fashion. I do not 
wear it and I keep it like a possession” (Partap, 32, Male, Lawyer, Old Money)  
 
The interviews with the Old Money highlighted that emulation is not necessarily a one-
way street; where the Old Money are always emulated, they too need others to emulate. 
As luxury consumers, the Old Money engages primarily in intra-class emulation. Often 





the ambassadors of luxury. Usually emulation occurs within this consumer class though 
there is a sudden rising trend of the Old Money willing to emulate those in classes below 
them. The primary motivation for emulation seems to be around taste improvisation.  
“My mother is very very classic and a person who has very good taste. She 
designs her own clothes and whatever she picks up she stands out. When she 
enters a party, even if there is someone who is wearing ten times more expensive 
clothes than her, she will stand out. I think I have got my mother’s dress sense 
or good taste or whatever. The only person, I discuss my clothes with is my 
mother. That too, the Indian clothes. Like I said, she has the perfect tastes.” 
(Pallavi Laxman, 45, Female, Singer, Old Money) 
  
This motivation is exerted in order to keep up with the changing trends in the luxury 
space and also to carry forward the tradition of being the luxury aficionados. The 
researcher has been able to show how emulation behaviours in the Old Money are mainly 
driven out of habit and a need for uniqueness from those who are within their consumer 
class.  
5.1.4 Distinction 
On top of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ luxury owner debate is the Old Money class 
of India. Leveraging on their luxurious heritage and related brand knowledge, the Old 
Money class often draw distinctions against the New Money from the rural areas and the 
BPO Generation. These two ‘undeserving’ consumer classes are believed to have 
accumulated the money easily (via unvalued or prestige lacking businesses such as 
hosiery, real estate, construction, or through working in call centre, etc.) and are mostly 
indulging in luxury without any clue of the related heritage. 
As a distinction, the New Money class is also seen to be lacking the suave and 
polished nature of a luxury consumer. These attributes are often reflected in the lack of 





flashing their knowledge about fashion and luxury brands, the Old Money class’s 
distinctions are primarily targeted against the conventionalist New Money, with 
professions such as farming, construction, grocery stores, etc., by assuming that the 
targeted class does not have any clue about luxury and lacks appropriate common 
knowledge associated with a luxury brand. Clearly, the distinction is upheld by the usage 
of embodied cultural capital by the Old Money of India. 
“A farmer’s wife won’t have much of an idea. Whenever she opens her mouth 
you can make out. She won’t know what the better out of the two is. How much 
is she exposed to? She can just throw her new money. And she will pick it up. 
She won’t be well traveled. She would probably wear suits and sneakers 
(giggling). That’s the difference!" (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old 
Money) 
 
The Old Money does not practice distinction against Gold Collars and New Money 
(belonging to entrepreneurial background), but strongly feels that the luxury brand–
curious New Money from the rural areas of India is unnecessarily ‘loading’ themselves 
with brands without depicting any ‘consumption tastes’ in luxury. Some of them believe 
that it would take a while for the New Money to ‘digest’ luxury as a sustainable way to 
lead their lifestyle.  
“Since money is a recent phenomenon, they are clearly experimenting with their 
hand at luxury. It will take time to understand what are the levels that are 
sustainable and they can actually digest. New money does not have that sense of 
what is the level of indulgence that they need to have. Therefore, for him (New 
Money), it is a symbol of aspiration and for me it is a symbol of lifestyle so they 
are very different things right? So I mean, aspiration symbols and other is 
lifestyle, so it clearly differentiates between the two." (Vivek Gupta, 50, Male, 
Businessman, Old Money) 
 
Just like the French bourgeois, the Old Money of India uses objectified and embodied 
cultural capital to maintain distinction with respect to the lower-status classes. However, 





India, the Old Money goes a notch higher by extending the notion of cultural capital to 
other factors. These factors include leveraging on caste and geographical locations, 
physical attributes and fashion faux-pas including a brand name’s mispronunciation as 
methods to maintain distinction against the other classes. 
Caste and geographical locations: Historically, various Indian castes have been 
associated with businesses that were not considered prestigious in the social eye. The 
Punjabis and Baniyas of India have often been linked with farming and running daily 
grocery stores. Due to the intra-class cohesiveness and business advantages, these castes 
often resided as a cohort in specific parts of the city. Therefore, their localities also 
became a reflection of higher or lower status in society. The Old Money class derisively 
feels that the ‘show-off’ Punjabis and ‘class-lacking’ Baniyas do not deserve owning a 
luxury brand. South Delhi is considered posh while its eastern counterpart lacks that 
charisma.  
“Losers, Showoffs, Punjus, (local term for Punjabis), Baniyas (local term of 
caste Vaishyas). They (New Money) are typical Punju’s lot of money and no 
class! Punjabi bagh!! (Referring to a locality in Delhi where New Money 
Punjabi businessmen reside). It’s a FACT (Giggling) I am not like that I am 
South Delhi. People in South Delhi have more class. I am classier. But a lot of 
South Delhi people are like that also.” (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, 
Old Money) 
 
Physical attributes: In addition to the caste and location based distinction, Old Money 
also leverages on low health awareness levels of the conventional New Money consumer 
class by associating their poorly maintained bodies as a fashion faux pas. Being 
overweight is often connoted with their inability to ‘carry it off’ and their overall fit with 
luxury. The Old Money sees luxury as an intra-class phenomenon where consumers often 





“Some people are fat and ugly… I do not want to be rude… but, they can not 
carry it off! They are just not classy. Once they open their mouth you would 
know. It just doesn’t suit their personality. Your personality should match with 
the brand you are wearing right!!” (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old 
Money) 
 
Fashion faux pas: Stressing upon the ‘fashion-sense’ as an element of the embodied 
cultural capital, the Old Money class often differentiates itself from the New Money 
from the rural areas by accusing them of committing fashion faux pas and hence ‘ruining’ 
the luxury brand. The Old Money class, who derive this ‘fashion sense’ by reading 
fashion magazines overtime and observing/discussing the luxury related information in 
their closed social networks, depict strong knowledge structures towards luxury brands. 
The New Money from the rural areas are often low in literacy levels and lack access and 
exposure to the knowledge of wearing luxury. Hence, they make fashion faux pas and are 
ridiculed by the ‘luxury-worthy’ Old Money class as the ‘class-lacking’ group. 
“Some people in Delhi wear ten different brands (scornfully). It is irritating 
since they do not know how to carry it off. This way you are ruining the brand! 
For me, it should be one or two things but it should be classy! And that’s how 
you carry it” (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old Money) 
 
This knowledge of luxury also spills over to the day-to-day pronunciation of brands. The 
mispronunciation of a brand acts as an instant heuristic to pull down the New Money 
from rural areas.  
“This friend of mine who got many things doesn’t even know the difference 
between a Marc Jacobs and a Hermes!! ... She cannot even pronounce Hermes. 
She says “‘H’ermes”!... You are ruining the brand… My Fiancé’s cousin says 
Chanel as ‘Channel’” (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old Money) 
 
The Old Money class adopted two different strategies in order to maintain distinction 
with respect to other consumer classes. First, they depict their conspicuous tastes subtly 





luxury brands. Carrying subtle logos is an example of such strategy. Additionally, brand 
abandonment is often a possibility. 
 “People have this perception in Delhi that it has to be loud and blingy. I am not 
like that. I am more in subtle things. I am one among those people who have 
never ever bought anything from LV. It may be one of the most respected brands 
but for me it's absolutely gawdy for me” (Partap, 32, Male, Lawyer, Old Money) 
 
5.2 Consumer Class: New Money 
This class of luxury consumers is about entrepreneur. These entrepreneurs,  urban and 
rural, have surplus of economic capital but have very little cultural capital. This group of 
individuals from lifestyle B is also referred to as the New Money. The demographical 
information about this consumer class was introduced earlier in this research. The 
following sections will look into their motivations behind consuming luxury (Section 
5.2.1), their views towards conspicuousness (Section 5.2.2) and their emulative patterns 
(Section 5.2.3) along with the discourses of distinction (Section 5.2.4). The findings 
presented subsequently are derived from eight in-depth interviews of consumers from this 
class who were spread over Delhi and Bangalore.  
5.2.1 Meanings of luxury 
The young and entrepreneurial consumer class of India, the New Money, uses luxury 
brands to fit into the professional circles that are primarily dominated by the Old Money. 
This consumer class lived a middle-class life before their risk-taking nature encouraged 
them to be entrepreneurs and through their sheer hard work became millionaires. As they 
had an ordinary childhood, this consumer class lacks the historical knowledge structures 
of luxury. This can be attributed mainly due to their recent bonding with luxury as the 
advent of money was sudden and so was affordability. Therefore, this class ended up 





“When I was 5 years old, I used to wear socks without elastic (that’s what my 
Mom tells me). Growing up and coming to Greenfield school (Delhi), I was in 
2nd, I observed that people were traveling abroad and their kids were wearing 
Nike (on sports day) and products from Korea. There were no such stores in 
India. Starting from class 2nd, I became conscious of brands. I had never heard 
of them before. If you are jogging then you have to wear track pants. Not just 
any track pant but you have to go for special sportswear for each and every 
occasion.” (Akshay Kumar, 34, Male, Entrepreneur - Real estate, New Money) 
 
Since most of the consumers in this class come from middle-class backgrounds, luxury 
was experienced only after the arrival of money. Therefore, luxury brands are usually 
used to signal their ‘arrival’ into the business circles. Hence, by often dressing up in 
luxury, this class uses it as a heuristic to signal to their clients (often an Old Money) that 
their invested money is in safe hands.  
“See people have become so conscious of these small things that if someone in a 
meeting has an iPhone then if they look at your iPhone or Blackberry Torch that 
they see you in different light and judge you by your brands. They actually do 
not take your words so seriously but if you are wearing luxury brands from head 
to toe, each person sitting across is 50% percent sold. If you are missing one of 
those brands you will be conscious about it. I hide these phones (referring to his 
non-luxury phones). I notice and I get noticed.” (Akshay Kumar, 34, Male, 
Entrepreneur - Real estate, New Money) 
 
“Yes. I have seen my brother and I am saying this because we have a common 
circle. He is an architect and you have to match the taste of that class (Old 
Money) and if you have that sort of branding then they are also keen to talk that 
sort of business with you. I can say that you can attract high class people, if you 
are in their category.” (Vaibhav Sharma, 26, Male, IT Manager, New Money) 
 
This consumer class is often called ‘self-made’ owing to their ability to make it on their 
own in society. Hence, they possess the confidence, owing to their risk-taking ability, to 
own the brand and want to know more about it. Entrepreneurs in the New Money exert 
their knowledge and smartness to get under the skin of the brand. Given the high levels of 
curiosity to know more about luxury, this consumer class often travels extensively and 





“I hunt down special things from various places. I love eccentricity. I reward 
that. I would pay for that eccentricity. I would travel the World to get that...The 
more you read the more you know about luxury.” (Magandeep Singh, 32, Male, 
Wine consultant, New Money) 
 
In sum, the New Money consumer class, having the optimum economic capital, uses 
luxury as a heuristic to professionally fit into the circle of their Old Money clients and 
actively utilizes various information sources to understand the cultural components of 
luxury. 
5.2.2 Conspicuousness 
The incentive for New Money consumer class lies in their need to instantly signal their 
status economically. Being culturally bereft due to the lack of a habitus of luxury 
compels these individuals to develop their knowledge structures of luxury through 
several social settings. Further, adhering to the basic norms of luxury consumption, this 
class of individuals deferentially looks to those from the Old Money to guide and aid 
their luxury consumption behaviours.  
The New Money, having gained fame and economic abundance over a short span 
of time, is still psychologically in their nascent stage of their evolutionary development as 
a luxury consumer. Being new to luxury consumption, individuals within the New Money 
resort to the most primitive form of conspicuousness that is drawn from their economic 
prowess. Motivated by their need to signal their aspirational status, they usually engage 
in the most ostentatious forms of consumption. 
“Perfumes I wear only for my own sense. I wear watches for both personal and 
professional reasons. I like watches and at the same time, they are prominent 








Beyond signalling their status, the New Money also engages in conspicuous behaviours 
in order to conform to the rules and norms as defined by the higher classes (i.e. the Old 
Money class). Within the Indian context, professional luxury conformity has become a 
rising trend that influences luxury choice tremendously. In order to strike business deals, 
exhibiting allegiances to the brands consumed by their Old Money clients has become a 
means to augment their standing and credibility. The need to break free from this 
necessity to adhere to such rules professionally has resulted in the New Money class 
seeking a high need for uniqueness in their personal sphere.  
“I used to have a very basic childhood. My mom and dad never cared for it. We 
used to buy only some brands. During my schooling, I never had brands... 
Basically, you want to be exclusive and that is what the brand is all about. The 
brand differentiates you. So, since that time, everyone wants something that is 
exclusive and you wear what you like. When I go to pubs for partying with my 
friends, they all carry same brands and I am part of the group wearing the same 
brands. I never bought a LV belt because I see every second person wearing it. 
That’s why I chose Ferragamo and I stand out. So everyone asks me about 
where you got this and how much is it.” (Vaibhav Sharma, 26, Male, IT 
Manager, New Money) 
 
Usually individuals within the New Money tend to take pride in their economic capital as 
a means to signal their status; however, there are some new entrants into this group who 
possess aesthetic taste and newly acquired cultural capital through education and 
overseas exposure. One of the interviewees, a wine connoisseur, demonstrated how he 
was able to develop his own independent tastes through reading, travelling, etc. It is 
interesting to note that though this taste is culturally derived and it is motivated by the 
need to be unique. 
“Luxury is about connoisseurship to know the right thing… so you read a lot, 
you travel a lot and then you discover more luxury which the world doesn’t 







The New Money, in their desire to fit in with their aspirational lifestyle categories, 
engages in conspicuous activities that are ostentatious in nature. These acts of ostentation 
serve the different purposes of signalling their economic wealth, as a mark of their arrival 
into the social strata, their need to be unique amidst their peers and as a means to socially 
conform to pre-existing norms that can facilitate their professional standing with those in 
the upper classes. There is, however, a new breed of culturally adept members in this 
category who mark their niche as being more ostentatious, yet aesthetic consumers of 
luxury.  
5.2.3 Emulation 
New Money emulates Old Money by mirroring their strong desire to fit in with those in 
their aspirational class. As highlighted earlier, these behaviours usually spring from the 
professional relationships that the Old Money individuals have with the newly arrived 
entrepreneurs. The new entrants to luxury consumption therefore have little choice but to 
conform to the brands owned by their clients and in doing so, satiate their ego.  
 
“You know what, why I am doing business with you and you were offering me to 
invest 1 million USD. I was trying to make out whether the person who I 
convincing me of investing such an amount, what is his net worth. Now, these 
brands have changed from being a status symbol to a selling tool – This is what 
I feel. Actually, if you ask me from inside, I am not so brand conscious… For 
others, so that they can see whatever I am wearing and to influence my clients.” 
(Akshay Kumar, 34, Male, Entrepreneur - Real estate, New Money) 
 
The consumption within the New Money is indicative of how doing business with the 
Old Money have prompted them to socially conform and therefore define themselves as 
one. Further, the Old Money, their superior counterparts, heuristically (or habitually) 
govern New Money’s choice of brands. However, it is critical to note that these are not 





Apart from the desire to conform, they also purchase objects that bring forth their need to 
be unique within their consumer class.  
“I help my brother all the time. My brother and me saved and bought a Harley. I 
bought a road king for 50,000 USD. It is the only one in my circle. I love it when 
I ride it with my wife” (Vaibhav Sharma, 26, Male, IT Manager, New Money) 
 
“I buy shoes from Diwan Sahib and Study by Janak. They buy shoes from Italy. 
It has selected pieces. They do not make it for the general public so not many 
can afford it since it is expensive. I should like it and I do not bother about 
others. I look into the color and fitting. I get it stitched. I go with friends. These 
designers do not repeat things so next time I can buy new things. So they do not 
make one thing for all so that everyone wears the same thing. They make 1 or 2 
pieces and they change it. It has good quality. It is different and is not available 
abroad. Many of them within my circle come to me and ask. I have helped many 
of them. Now they keep buying it.” (Nagar, 45, Male, Builder, New Money) 
 
From these quotes, it is interesting how some New Money luxury consumers strive to 
maintain their sense of uniqueness in their tastes that leads others to seek their advice. 
Therefore, similar to Old Money those within the same class also drive the emulation 
process for New Money consumer class. 
 The researcher explained  in the previous section how newly acquired cultural 
capital in a niche area fulfils the need for uniqueness that entrepreneurs have. Since these 
individuals are far and few in between in this class, it prompts others from lower classes 
to emulate their ways. Magandeep is a good example of how being connoisseurs in their 
own right led him to be considered as a thought leader in luxury consumption.  
 Individuals within the New Money tend to engage in emulation patterns that are 
multi-directional. They are like sponges that seek to absorb as much information as they 
possibly can in order to signal their status and highlight their sense of uniqueness to the 
luxury world. Being bereft of cultural capital has motivated some of them to seek niche 





patterns. However, many others are left with little choice but to conform to the norms set 
by the Old Money in order to maintain their professional standing with their clients.  
5.2.4 Distinction 
The roots of distinction behaviour lie in the ideology that luxury should be worth it. They 
seek to distinguish themselves from the class lower than them, that is, the BPO 
Generation who are often looked down upon by the entrepreneurial New Money class as 
a group of English-speaking non-graduates who got ‘easy money’, due to the surge of 
outsourcing-based jobs. Similar connotations are carried against the conventional New 
Money.  
 “An incident happened to me a few days ago. I was wearing a new Louis 
Philippe (an Indian premium brand) shirt and my accountant (from The BPO 
Generation) was wearing the same shirt (same color and same design). It was a 
good 100 USD shirt. And I was thinking how come this guy is wearing the same 
shirt and spending 40% of his salary on a shirt. Later, I found out that some 
managing director of the firm gifted the shirt to my accountant. This guy 
couldn’t have afforded the shirt. (Giggles). I decided that day that I would not 
wear the same shirt to office but wear it at some other occasion.” (Akshay 
Kumar, 34, Male, Entrepreneur - Real estate, New Money) 
 
Coming from a middle-/upper-middle class backdrop, this consumer class lacks a cultural 
capital, habitus or social field to mark such distinctions. Nevertheless, the new money 
(aspirants) bases the argument on their self-made personalities to prove their point of 
being ‘worth it’.  
“If I am wearing khadi doesn’t make me Gandhi. If I am wearing a designer 
brand that the crook is wearing, it doesn’t make me a crook either. If we wear 
the same clothes or wear the same products that means we are in the same 
league… It’s my work, it’s my attitude, it’s what I do." (Arun Rewal, 41, Male, 
Architect, New Money) 
 
“(I am different) Because I know what I am (confident pause) and everybody 
knows what I am and what I wear." (Akshay Kumar, 34, Male, Entrepreneur - 






The New Money, since their early days of success, has been subjected to distinctions 
from the Old Money class. They are often referred by the Old Money as the undeserving 
consumer class. The rationale is that the economic capital accumulated by the New 
Money is comparable to that possessed by many sections of the Old Money. The Old 
Money possess more cultural capital and attributes luxury as a part of their culture; 
therefore, considers the New Money to be undeserving. Fuelled by their internal drive of 
tasting success in a short span of time and not believing that they are any less than others, 
the New Money uses internal motivation to combat distinctions made by the Old Money 
consumer class.  
"But it never becomes something that de-motivates me but it motivates me. If 
somebody has something (e.g. knowledge about the brand) it motivates me to get 
it." (Akshay Kumar, 34, Male, Entrepreneur - Real estate, New Money) 
 
5.3 Consumer Class: Gold Collars 
The next luxury consumer segment (lifestyle C) is that of service-class employees. This 
class has lower levels of economic capital but high on levels of cultural capital. The 
demographical information about this consumer class was introduced earlier in this 
research. The following sections will look into their motivations behind consuming 
luxury (Section 5.3.1), their views towards conspicuousness (Section 5.3.2) and their 
emulative patterns (Section 5.3.3) along with the discourses of distinction (Section 5.3.4). 
The findings presented subsequently are derived from eight in-depth interviews of 
consumers from this class who were spread over Delhi and Bangalore. 
5.3.1 Meanings of luxury 
Like the New Money, the Gold Collars also has middle-class roots. Education and global 





class brim with confidence. They occupy senior- to middle-level positions at various 
national and multinational organizations. Whether going to the crème de la crème of 
educational institutes or holding executive positions in organizations run by well-known 
industrialists, this consumer class has been working closely with the Old Money for at 
least a decade or two. Therefore, while closely interacting with the Old Money and 
travelling around the world to win business deals for them, the Gold Collars has acquired 
the cultural capital around luxury.  
 Luxury for them is about celebrating their professional success. They believe that 
brands are not self-definitions but about ‘quality’, which is a reflection of what they 
deserve out of the success achieved over time. Hence, they are not brand-conscious but 
quality-conscious.  
“Ok understand this simple logic. If you buy a cheap pen, you will use it and 
throw it and then you will buy another pen… again and again. I have my first 
Mont Blanc and it works perfectly fine (showing her pen)! I buy it to live a 
dream and to carry it all the time. It is not a commodity for me.” (Angelique, 38, 
Female, CEO of a retail brand, Gold Collars) 
 
Apart from enjoying quality, they also buy these prized possessions for the long-term 
value for money provided by them. The frugal mind set from their middle-class roots and 
inclination to send their children to expensive educational institutes makes them search 
for a justifiable reason to indulge in luxury. The value for money proposition provides 
that needed justification. Hence, the value for money translates into the timelessness of a 
watch or that of a pen. 
“You know what this (pointing to the watch) is the only watch I bought. I saw a 
newspaper ad and I loved the watch. I went to buy it and she said 1500 USD and 
I said what? Then I was like I can afford it since I am not gonna buy my next 
watch for so many years. So it’s value for money for me. Watches never go out 





just not worth the money!” (Dilshad, 44, Female, MD of a media group, Gold 
Collars) 
 
Having experienced luxury for the first time, The Gold Collars have quickly passed on 
their luxury habits to their offspring. Being born with a silver spoon and knowledge 
structures provided by their Gold Collars parents, the Gold Collars kids significantly 
value their luxury brand for the quality and exclusivity provided by them. 
“Shanaya, my daughter is a luxury kid. I recently bought a Cartier bracelet. In 
any jewelery shop it will cost 1000 to 1500 USD but in Cartier it costs 5000 
USD! She asked me to get it only from Cartier. I asked her why not from any 
other shop. She said it’s not Cartier then! It’s not like we will buy so many. We 
will buy one.” (Angelique, 38, Female, CEO of a retail brand, Gold Collars) 
 
Overall, while possessing the derived cultural capital, luxury for a Gold Collars is the 
celebration of personal success through quality and attaining the perfect value for money 
equation through the longevity that certain luxury products carry (such as watches, pen 
and cars). 
5.3.2 Conspicuousness 
The Gold Collars is the ‘new entrant’ into luxury consumption but is not necessarily 
fascinated by the need to establish themselves as luxury exponents. Hailing from well-
educated backgrounds and possessing artistic taste, these individuals leverage on their 
cultural capital to engage in conspicuousness. The Gold Collars also possesses a strong 
sense of self and therefore tends to be emulative.  
  The Gold Collars does not wear their luxury taste on his/her sleeves. They are 
economically careful with how and where they decide to invest in their conspicuous 
desires. It is rare to find a Gold Collars being ostentatious with his/her money. The Gold 
Collars usually likes to invest in culturally rich and aesthetic possessions such as 





signal status, however, they serve to create a niche for themselves thereby demonstrating 
a need to be unique. They advocate products that are not flashy but subtle and serve to 
give them value for the economic capital they have invested. In the examples that follow, 
watches act as a good prototype of the Gold Collars purchases and the value they derive 
from it both emotionally and conspicuously.  
“I have things that others do not have, because I have always invested in limited 
editions. I have things that others cannot buy after that time. If you bought it 
then... It’s fine. I bought stuff that was worth 600 USD then is now 20,000 USD. 
It is limited edition and when people are building their collection they will pay 
to have it. I do not keep it for resale value; I keep it for the emotional connect… 
Nobody will buy anything that is as different as me because I know the brand. I 
have insider information about the product. I always ask the sales person how 
many people have bought it. If he says 1 or 2, then I buy it, else I move ahead.” 
(Angelique, 38, Female, CEO of a retail brand, Gold Collars) 
 
The Gold Collars themselves, represent an educated elite who seldom parade their wealth 
but are willing to engage in conspicuousness to cater to their need for uniqueness and the 
signalling needs of their children.  
5.3.3 Emulation 
The Gold Collars engages in conspicuous behaviours that are subtle and culturally 
influenced. The Gold Collars possesses good taste and this facilitates others to emulate 
them. They discretely emulate others and adopt those consumption patterns that tie in 
with their sense of self. The psychological motivations to do so could be to indicate a 
sense of uniqueness in taste and choice.  
“La Perla. It is the mother of all luxury lingerie. I was going to work for the 
brand. I went to the shows etc. and then I introduced it in my friend circle. 
Recently, my boss said that you are my stylist and which shoes I shall wear, my 
belt, etc.” (Angelique, 38, Female, CEO of a retail brand, Gold Collars) 
 
“I have a knack for watches and pens. I have a collection of Omega watches and 





sharing it. It is something personal and defines my tastes. I do not share my pens 
but sometimes people notice it and ask me about it. I also observe my 
subordinates and peers who carry good pens. It is something common in our 
friends. Though we do not talk or discuss about this.” (Pradeep Narayanan, 52, 
Male, CEO of an educational institute, Gold Collars) 
 
The emulation patterns exhibited by the Gold Collars are non-specific in their 
directionality as they seek information from multiple sources.  
“It doesn’t matter where I learn from. Sometimes, it’s my subordinates who are 
young college grads, who carry a Chanel bag while at times it’s my friends 
sporting Dior glasses or even my boss who tells me about it.” (Dilshad, 44, 
Female, MD of a media group, Gold Collars) 
 
This is primarily because of the specificity that they possess in the object they seek to 
emulate. The Gold Collars chooses to spend their limited economic capital in products 
that appeal to their aesthetic sensibilities.  
5.3.4 Distinction 
Historically, the concept of distinction for the lower economic classes was based on how 
luxury consumption was irrationalized within such classes. Specifically, as the higher 
classes invested cultural capital in creating gaps with respect to the lower classes, the 
lower classes in turn widened this gap by developing their own logic of not spending 
huge amounts of money in luxury goods. Over time, as the purchasing power of Indian 
consumers increased, the lower economic–status classes (e.g., New Money, Gold Collars 
and the BPO Generation) joined the luxury bandwagon by assigning various meanings to 
luxury products and their own rationalization to combat the irrationalized logic of luxury 
that was commonly held within their families and friends. Such meanings can be broadly 
divided into ‘self-rewards’ and ‘value of money’.  
Unlike the Old Money where luxury is a way of life, the meanings of luxury for the 





success. Coming from middle-class backgrounds and having seen the struggle to rise 
above the ordinary, this consumer segment has always stressed good education and 
qualities such as hard work as their core values. For this consumer class, luxury is a 
desire but not a necessity. Since luxury is not a core value for the Gold Collars and does 
not threaten their sense of being, they seem disinterested in maintaining distinctions with 
other consumer classes. 
Owing to their middle-class values, the Gold Collars often view luxury products 
from the value for money perspective and therefore invest in products such as cars, pens, 
and jewellery that possess the right equation of longevity, and thus value for money. 
Unlike other consumer classes, for the Gold Collars luxury is not something to die for. 
It’s about buying quality and at the same time not depriving themselves of the basic 
necessities of life (given that their budgets are limited). Therefore, they fail to understand 
the mind-sets of their subordinates, often from the The BPO Generation, about saving 
loads of money for a luxury product that is not value for money and hence depriving 
oneself of all the basic necessities in return.  
“I asked her (subordinate from The BPO Generation) you have been saving and 
saving a lot of money for yourself to get this bag and nobody doesn’t even look 
at the handbag. She said but Maam they do not understand it’s Chanel (in 
desperation). I said who cares! People do not even know the brand. Whom did 
you buy it for? If you bought it to show off, it’s not working. If you bought to feel 
good, that part I do not get since you denied yourself so many things! I find that 
strange. Why are you buying it?” (Dilshad, 44, Female, MD of a media group, 
Gold Collars) 
 
5.4 Consumer Class: The BPO Generation 
The last consumer segment is the gift of Indian outsourcing boom to the luxury brand 
managers. They are the BPO Generation (lifestyle D). Aged 19–24 years, they have tasted 





Fuelled with big bucks, this generation wants to realize its childhood dreams. The 
demographical information about this consumer class was introduced earlier in this 
research. The following sections will look into their motivations behind consuming 
luxury (Section 5.4.1), their views towards conspicuousness and emulative patterns 
(Section 5.4.2) along with the discourses of distinction (Section 5.4.3). The findings 
presented subsequently are derived from eight in-depth interviews of consumers from this 
class who were spread over Delhi and Bangalore. 
5.4.1 Meanings of luxury 
The majority of consumers in the BPO Generation are barely graduates but speak very 
good English as a part of the communication skills required in the job. With clients all 
around the world, this consumer class has been exposed to various forms of luxury as a 
part of client interaction.  
“I travelled the world as a part of meeting the clients. My work took me to 
London, US and the Middle East. I was so thrilled during my first visit. I bought 
my first luxury brand while shopping in London. It was Armani. I just loved it. If 
it wasn’t my job, it wouldn’t have been witnessing luxury so early in my life.” 
(Chaudhary, 30, Male, IT Manager, The BPO Generation) 
 
Unlike other consumer classes, who often work together as bosses, subordinates or 
clients, this consumer class works closely within itself. They are at the start of their 
careers and are earning high salaries, but they are lost amongst the millions of consumers 
who are exactly like them. Therefore, the consumers in The BPO Generation try to 
differentiate themselves from each other. Luxury for them provides one such tool of self-
representation.  
“When I was earning 200 USD per month, I was happy with brands like Levis, 
Espirit, etc. When I started working in China airlines, my salary increased to 
1000 USD and my expectations became high. Then I started buying expensive 





up. I feel more confident now. My thinking has changed. The way, I thought 
earlier, my thinking has completely changed. Earlier, I never used to bother 
about my looks and now I am more conscious about it. I never felt like I was a 
girl but now I do. Now my bickering relatives can’t dare to point a finger at me. 
Being an airhostess definitely changed me.” (Bhavisha, 22, Female, Flight 
Attendant, The BPO Generation) 
 
Many consumers from the BPO Generation have introduced luxury to their family. Often 
working as government officers, their parents could not have tasted luxury. On the other 
hand, the high paying jobs in the IT and allied industries gave this consumer class a better 
chance to afford luxury.  
“My father is not too much into luxury. I am the one who introduced luxury in 
my family. I wear Burberry it makes me feel different. One can make out good 
stuff from a distance. I wear good stuff only.” (Rishabh, 21, Male, Graduate 
Student, The BPO Generation) 
 
Energized and raring to prove their potential to the world, they also want to fulfil their 
childhood dreams of buying the best things they ever aspired for. Like the New Money, 
this consumer class is also brimming with the confidence of making money. 
“I have a dream of buying myself a BMW in a year or two. I will buy it from my 
own money. It is kind of a reward that I want to give myself. I get my results and 
then I give myself a reward. Otherwise, I feel like what I went to get it. It should 
be worth it. I do not wanna take money from my Dad. I ask myself, do I really 
need it.” (Ritu, 23, Female, Finance Executive, The BPO Generation) 
 
In sum, luxury for the BPO Generation is about finding consumption-related ways to 
present oneself effectively while completing the bucket-list of things they aspired for as a 
child. Like the New Money, the BPO Generation also possesses a self-rewarding nature 
but with a frugal mind-set. Owing to the lack of professional pressure to fit-in, the BPO 
Generation has to justify the price tag of a luxury product to their middle-class mind-set. 
The notion of being ‘worth it’ is often a value for money rationale that is quite similar to 





“Personally, I do not want to waste a lot of money since I have hard earned my 
money. I buy few things (luxury) if I like it. If I like it and it expresses myself to 
my friends then I will buy it no matter how expensive it is.” (Bhavisha, 22, 
Female, Flight Attendant, The BPO Generation) 
5.4.2 Conspicuousness and Emulation 
The BPO Generation marks that category of individuals still striving to make an indelible 
mark for themselves. Conspicuous consumption for those in the BPO lifestyle category is 
still new and primitive. They possess little economic or cultural capital but they are still 
interested in luxury consumption. Their consumption and emulation patterns are 
intertwined and are determined not by whom they want to emulate, but through a sense of 
satisfaction that they derive from consuming luxury. Individuals from this lifestyle 
category, primarily use conspicuous products to showcase their sense of self through 
being unique to their audience. There is a very subtle difference between their need to 
signal identity and the need to demonstrate uniqueness for the BPO Generation. While 
both call for an audience to notice them, their rationale primarily lies with their ability to 
be ‘different’ rather than signal an aspirational status that might be hard to achieve in the 
short term. 
 “When I travelled aboard for the first time, I experimented with luxury brands. 
I bought an Armani perfume and shirt. I loved it! Armani’s fragrance is 
something that is me. After that I have not stopped buying! It makes me feel 
special. Especially, when I go back to my village. People look up to me there.” 
(Chaudhary, 30, Male, IT Manager, The BPO Generation) 
 
The BPO Generation tends to exhibit very little emulation across luxury classes; instead, 
the BPO Generation seeks to adopt the styles and fashion fads as determined by 
celebrities that they idolize. Similar to demonstrating ostentatious behaviours for their 






“I love science fiction. I love Steve Jobs and Kalpana Chawla. I spend a lot 
towards the Apple experience. I have a MacBook, iMac and iPhone. In India, 
it’s luxury for me! I dress my daughter with the best clothes bought from abroad 
and I make sure that she feels like a princess in space. You should look at my 
daughter’s room. She has the best things possible. When her friends visit her, 
they are wowed.” (Ravi Kiran, 33, Male, Manager in an automotive firm, The 
BPO Generation) 
 
The BPO Generation depicts moderate emulation behaviours where they emulate others 
and are also in turn emulated within their consumer class. They usually rely on their 
limited economic capital to buy entry-level luxury products to signal others about their 
purchasing power of luxury.  
“Most of my friends come to me and ask me about things I buy. I do not mind 
that at all. It benefits them as they get knowledge. Once I saw an Ed Hardy worn 
by my friend. I really like that font and wanted to buy it. It was seven thousand 
five hundred and I bought it. Now people come to me and ask me about Ed 
Hardy. I like to wear big logos. I do not like the small logos.”  (Amitabh, 21, 
Male, Student, The BPO Generation) 
 
The rationale between such emulation behaviour among the consumers from BPO 
Generation is towards seeking recognition within their in-group. Idol emulation provides 
them with a self-expression tool, while moderately ostentatious behaviour allows them to 
signal their identity within their in-group.  
“Big logos allow my friends to recognise Ed Hardy from a distance. Therefore, I 
need not tell them about the brand. This makes them understand what I am. I am 
into cult. I am into Ed Hardy.”  (Amitabh, 21, Male, Student, The BPO 
Generation) 
5.4.3 Distinction 
This consumer class is often on the receiving end of the distinction behaviours. Their 
bosses and peers from the Old Money and the entrepreneurial New Money often practice 
such distinctions. A lack of institutional cultural capital and perceptions of getting money 
easily (via the IT boom) are often the reasons given by the classes that practice 





"She (referring to The BPO Generation) will not carry it as well as I would hold 
the bag. She just has some money as she works in a call centre. I do read a lot 
about brands that she does not. I know which bag comes from where. I read 
Vogue and all the fashion magazines. I go to lot of fashion shows too." (Anjana, 
22, Female, Lawyer, Old Money) 
 
Given the recency of money earned through new jobs, this consumer class time are 
slowly buying luxury products over time. Therefore, they are not able to buy everything 
luxury and have difficulty in wearing everything luxury. The Old Money often uses this 
to create distinctions against the BPO Generation. 
“She (my friend from The BPO Generation) will carry a Ferragamo bag with 
track pants. No you do not do that. That’s not how you wear it!! It is really 
irritating!!! It’s just so silly.” (Aakriti, 25, Female, Event Manager, Old Money) 
 
BPO Generation practices distinction against the rural consumers from the New Money. 
The line of reasoning is similar to the ‘deserving’ versus ‘non-deserving’ debate. While 
consumers from the BPO Generation believe that they possess the qualifications and 
success entitles them to own luxury products and brands, they dismiss luxury 
consumption by rural New Money as just by virtue of possessing money without earning 
it. 
"I will be very pissed! Why is she (someone from same class) having the same 
watch as I have. Because I do my best to achieve it and become above normal 
people and when I see it on a normal person, I get pissed that this is something 
special and not everybody should have. So I will be upset that I did not buy 
anything special for myself since everybody has it… I do not know about other 
people but I know about myself. When I buy something I do something to 
deserve it but she is just lucky. If I finally get a BMW, and if I see my friend, who 
has not done anything for it, but has a BMW… I will be like I have worked my 
ass off for this. I do not know what it is. May be it’s comparison of why does she 
have it. I worked more harder and why did she get it. I deserve better (in my 
mind). My hard work makes me different from the other person."  (Ritu, 23, 





CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
In this chapter, the researcher discusses the findings of this study (Section 6.1), the 
contributions of this research (Section 6.2), along with the limitations and some potential 
areas for future research (Section 6.3). 
6.1 Research Findings 
Due to the distinct differences in cultural and economic capital among the different 
Indian consumer classes, India provided a very interesting and varied platform to study 
the class-based theories of conspicuousness and distinction. Table 3 provides an overview 
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6.1.1 Meanings of Luxury  
The consumption of luxury is associated with various meanings by each luxury 
class. For the Old Money, luxury is observed as a way of life and is born out of their 
habitus. They had always been leading a life of lavishness. The New Money uses luxury 
brand products to signal their status and make them socially conforming to their Old 
Money clients. They also celebrate their own professional success through luxury 
consumption, though they lack the historical knowledge structures of luxury. Like the 
New Money, the Gold Collars also believe in celebrating success while using quality and 
the rationale of value for money to justify their spending on luxury products. The Gold 
Collars are not brand-conscious but quality-conscious. The BPO Generation is quite 
similar to the Gold Collars in a way that they also believe in rationalizing their luxury 
purchases with the idea of it being ‘worth it’ and to express their individuality. They are 
the ones who will introduce luxury to their families. 
The Old Money consumers have been indulging in a luxurious way of life since 
pre-liberalized India. In terms of being ostentatious, the Old Money tended to leverage on 
both the economic and cultural capital. When they identified themselves with their 
economic capital, they were motivated by the need to signal their status or demonstrate 
their uniqueness and therefore will ostentatiously consume. However, when they 
modelled themselves after their cultural capital, they are observed to resort to more subtle 
forms of conspicuous consumption patterns. Cultural capital also helped them to be more 
unique, for example through the inheritance of family heirlooms – in the form of objects, 
and also in taste and sense of style. Similar to the French bourgeois, the Old Money of 





to the lower-status classes. It appears to be a trend towards adopting more subtle 
conspicuousness in the Old Money, in addition to consuming luxury in a habitual manner 
that seems very natural to their existence.  
6.1.2 Conspicuousness 
The New Money, on the other hand, had recently adopted an ostentatious style of 
consumption and they tended to rely on their economic capital, which they obtained 
through their sheer hard work for doing so. The motivation for this conspicuousness 
pattern was usually out of signalling and conformity with the trends that are proposed by 
the Old Money. However, within the New Money class itself, there is a rising group of 
individuals who are developing their cultural capital through reading, travelling, blogging 
etc. These individuals with their newly acquired cultural capital, through education and 
overseas exposure, are motivated to signal their need to be unique but this group will also 
still demonstrate ostentatious behaviours. The New Money as a luxury class is still very 
conscious of its need to tell the world of its arrival into the luxury market, and therefore is 
highly ostentatious in their consumption choices. The New Money is often called ‘self-
made’ because of their resilience to move ahead in society and making it on their own. 
They are still in their nascent stage of their evolutionary growth as luxury consumers.  
On the other end of the spectrum, the Gold Collars tends to exhibit their 
conspicuousness very subtly. Their luxury consumption behaviour demonstrates their 
reservoir of cultural capital that is mainly due to the high level of education that they 
have obtained. They are usually motivated to consume luxury products in order to be able 
to stand out in a crowd. There is a stark contrast in the consumption patterns of the 





to that of the New Money where they seek to signal their status, and therefore consume 
ostentatiously. Luxury for the Gold Collars is related to the celebration of their 
professional and personal success, as they are experiencing luxury for the first time in 
their life. They are economically conscious about their desire as they are concerned about 
the luxury goods being value-for-money.  
The BPO Generation possesses limited economic capital and no cultural capital. 
Their purchases are usually moderately ostentatious and act as a means to signal their 
uniqueness.  This consumer class is regarded as the gift of the Indian outsourcing boom 
to the luxury brand managers. They are young and taste money for the first time in their 
lives. They are quite similar to the Gold Collars in terms of spending their money 
economically. 
6.1.3 Emulation 
The researcher has observed the emulation patterns of those in the leisure class of 
India and examined carefully whom and how they emulated. The Old Money usually 
emulated those within their own luxury category. The Old Money bears the supremacy of 
being the pioneers of luxury. The emulation behaviours of this consumer class was very 
selective and tended to be centred only on those whom they considered as the same level 
as themselves, or someone whom they looked up to. The New Money demonstrated 
upward-oriented emulation that supported the traditional notion of the theory of 
conspicuous consumption where individuals from the lower classes imbibed their luxury 
tastes from those above them, in order to signal their ideal status. The Gold Collars is 
non-specific in their emulation patterns and tends to adopt anything that suits their 





engage in upward emulation. Surprisingly, the BPO Generation did not emulate anyone 
from the available categories.  Instead, they emulate popular celebrities and idols. This 
was to signal their sense of uniqueness and the lack of need to conform in their luxury 
consumption behaviours.  
6.1.4 Distinction 
As expected, the Old Money class depicted high levels of distinctive 
characteristics. The distinction, observed during the research, is sub-divided into two 
categories – real distinction (which came up instantly and strongly in the interviews) and 
an apparent distinction (that came up over the course of time during the interviews). The 
people who do not show any distinction were the ones who do not wear or use luxury 
products. Everyone else showed traces of distinction but it was just a matter of accepting 
it honestly, or concealing it under the social desirability bias.  
The Old Money distinguished themselves by using a variety of strategies and 
rational. They firstly leveraged on their cultural capital, especially the embodied and 
objectified forms of capital, to exhibit the heritage of luxury they are born into. This was 
further reflected in their aesthetic taste. In India, the Old Money is also motivated by 
geographical location, physical attributes and fashion faux pas made by the lower classes, 
to engage in the class distinction behaviours. In response to the emulation behaviours by 
the lower classes, the Old Money strives to maintain their exclusive status by adopting 
techniques such as abandoning a previously favoured brand when it becomes too 
common, and searching for niche brands to consume.  
In comparison to the high influx of distinction behaviours by the Old Money, the 





their institutional cultural capital. This capital is often used to derive their sense of 
exclusivity. They distinguish themselves from the lower classes with their sense of 
‘personal success’ and ‘worth’. The aspirational New Money class demonstrates a 
tremendous amount of distinction behaviours, as they perceive themselves to be only 
second to those of the Old Money category. They engage in marking stark boundaries 
between themselves and those in the conventional New Money group and the BPO 
Generation.  
The basic premise that is driving these distinction behaviours in India is the 
notion of power. Before the liberalization of the India economy, there were limited means 
available for the people to earn money, and because of this, money was tied very closely 
to various aspects of power. The lack of monetary equity enabled power to lie in the 
hands of a select few segments of India – mainly the Old Money class. With the 
increased income levels in post-IT boom India, wealth and hence power was being 
decentralized to anyone who could afford to buy things that were previously 
unobtainable. In the rising economy, the liberated middle classes of India witnessed a 
divide within their own class. Those who could afford to and have an inclination towards 
higher education chose to take the path to gaining personal success by obtaining higher 
levels of  education, while others started their own small family businesses. The former 
league of the middle class who chose education ended up forming the Gold Collarss of 
today. Drawing their roots from the middle class’ mentality of conservatism, the Gold 
Collars and the rural New Money are often not so liberal with money and its related 





mood of India wherein power is decentralized from the elite; money is a great tool of 
democracy and conservatism is no more a necessary or desirable attitude. 
In sum, the researcher has presented the comparison of the psychological 
motivations and the sources of capital adopted by the different luxury classes in India to 
demonstrate their various inter- class behaviours such as conspicuousness, emulation and 
distinction. The findings ultimately highlight how luxury is perceived within lifestyles 
that are differentiated by cultural and economic capital in an emerging economy like 
India. 
6.2 Theoretical Contribution and Managerial Implications 
The present research adds another dimension to Veblen’s theory of conspicuousness and 
Bourdieu’s theory of distinction while explaining the meanings of luxury across the 
different luxury consumer classes of India as defined by Chadha and Husband (2007).  
  Chadha and Husband (2007) introduced four consumer classes that indulge in 
luxury consumption in India. These consumer classes were categorized under the Old 
Money, New Money, Gold Collars and the BPO Generation. The researchers also defined 
the demographics associated with these consumer classes. This thesis expands on the  
meanings of luxury associated with these consumer classes by further segmenting the 
classes under Bourdieu’s lifestyle classification model. This thesis also places Indian 
luxury consumer classes under a specific classification of possessing economic and 
cultural capital. 
  The findings from this thesis contributed to the application and extension of the 
theory of conspicuous consumption. The basic tenets of this theory argued that the 





ways to signal their status or aspirational status. By applying this theory to an Indian 
context, the researcher  has explored the implications of this theory across the different 
lifestyle categories. The basic argument of this theory was supported where the Old 
Money signalled their status through ostentatious luxury consumption. Further, the New 
Money emulated the Old Money for their luxury consumption behaviours. Critics of this 
theory argued that conspicuousness could not be unitarily defined as being ostentatious; 
conspicuousness can be demonstrated in various subtle ways as well. This found support 
especially with the Old Money and the Gold Collarss. Their luxury choices were not only 
culturally influenced and aesthetic, but they were also subtler. Further, the results also 
supported the second main criticism of the theory that emulation patterns can occur 
multi-directionally. The researcher  found that instead of just a narrow trickle-down 
effect, emulation was a much more complex process and it tended to be highly dependent 
on the motivations that drove a consumer to purchase products. 
In this thesis, the researcher has articulated and discussed the different luxury 
consumption patterns of the various lifestyle classes through a keen understanding of 
their backgrounds, their economic and cultural capital, and their psychological 
motivations to engage in conspicuousness or emulation behaviours. These patterns also 
help us to understand the inter-class differences of luxury consumption amongst the 
various classes discussed. This thesis delineates the psychological predictors of 
conspicuous consumption for a more universal application across complex contexts such 
as India.  
While explaining the various factors that contribute to distinction among consumer 





earlier. The thesis also contributes to the existing literature on distinction by illustrating 
the presence of distinction behaviours in consumer classes possessing lower cultural 
capital and the strategies used by various consumer classes against the ones practicing 
distinction behaviours.  
In addition to academic contributions, this thesis also contains several managerial 
lessons. One of the prime challenges faced by the luxury brand managers involves the 
expansion of their brands into emerging markets. Emerging markets come with the 
opportunity of expanding the consumer base while posing a threat to the exclusivity of 
the brand. Unlike mature economies, emerging markets have various consumer classes 
that possess differing levels of economic and cultural capital. Therefore, in order to 
understand the meanings that various consumer classes attach to consumption of luxury 
brands, brand managers need to invest considerable effort in consumer-centric research. 
This thesis has helped to explain some of these meanings and help brand managers target 
the consumer classes accordingly.  
A luxury brand flourishes when consumers create various distinction behaviours that 
are connected to the softer aspects of owning a brand. This thesis showcases the presence 
of such behaviours and the strategies that consumers use to maintain distinctions against 
others possessing the same brand. Emulation behaviours also highlight the important 
aspects that lead to word of mouth within and across consumer classes. Conspicuousness 
is another variable that illustrates the reasons behind the possession of various brands 
along with the ostentatious signals connected to them. This thesis demonstrates the levels 
of conspicuousness practiced among various luxury consumer classes along with the 





6.3 Limitations and Future Research 
With her economy growing at a healthy rate, India is definitely on the map of every 
luxury brand’s marketing plan. The primary challenge for any luxury brand lies in 
expanding its consumer base while at the same time, maintaining the exclusivity that is 
provided to a consumer who owns the brand. Rising income levels facilitate luxury 
ownership for consumers from all socio-economic classes. A macro-level understanding 
of inter-class behaviours is certainly a step towards understanding how the equation of 
exclusivity can be managed by the various consumer classes. 
This research builds on the introduction of Indian consumer classes made by 
Chadha and Husband (2006). With many consumer classes involved in luxury 
consumption, this research reflects on the dynamics such as conspicuousness, emulation 
and distinction amongst these classes. However, the research is an initial foray into the 
rich insights provided by the luxury consumers of India today. Therefore, it is 
recommended that the each consumer class discussed in the text – the Old Money, New 
Money, Gold Collars and the BPO Generation – should be researched upon individually 
to garner more details, as there has been limited focus on the specific consumer classes. 
In addition, future studies could also focus on the young adult luxury consumers across 
these different consumer classes. With the surge in double income and young couples 
with no children, these young adults are able to splurge on their favourite luxury brands 
like never before.  
Emerging economies often provide fertile grounds to counterfeit goods. In such 
economies, consumers often go through various stages before deciding to purchase a 
luxury brand product. Future research can further compare this decision cycle among 





different consumer purchase cycles. Some consumers choose to take the counterfeit route 
to save cost or if they are feeling adventurous (Gosline 2009). Therefore, the usage of 
counterfeit goods to ward off the perception of being poor emerges as one strong area of 
potential research. 
In conclusion, through the various consumer classes and their reasons behind 
luxury consumption and the discourses around conspicuousness, emulation and 
distinction, India provided a very interesting context for applying the theories of 
distinction and conspicuous consumption. This research presents numerous findings on 
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APPENDIX B: Interview Guide 
 
Please help with the following information: 
 
Name      --------------------------------------------------------------- 
Age     --------------------------------------------------------------- 
Profession    --------------------------------------------------------------- 
Education    --------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Association with luxury brand (When did you first buy a luxury brand? Which one was 






Family background (Please mention your father’s/mother’s occupation, native place, 









Based on the participant’s profile, they are categorized into consumer segments – the Old 
Money, Gold Collars, New Money and The BPO Generation. 
 
Introduction and Preliminary Questions  
 
This interview is all about how you think and feel about luxury products and related 
brands. Please feel free to answer the questions. As mentioned, your identity will remain 
anonymous and your views will be used only for academic purposes. Please be as honest 
as possible since there is no right or wrong answer. This is all about your opinions and 
views.  
 
Theme 1: Inter-Class Distinction 
 
Objective – To understand how elite classes use distinction strategies (related to 
consumption of luxury products) to maintain their exclusive self and how nouveau riche 
classes (relatively new to luxury) acknowledge such distinction. 
 
Respondents – Old Money 
 
Objective – To understand how the Old Money maintains distinction with respect to other 
classes namely Gold Collars, New Money and The BPO Generation. 
 
 What are your favourite luxury brands in the following categories: 
Apparel   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Perfumes   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Cosmetics   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Bags and Accessories ------------------------------------------------------ 
Watches   ------------------------------------------------------ 
 
 Why do you buy luxury products?  
(Probe – What motivates you to buy luxury products?) 
 
As you know, luxury brands have entered India and can be conveniently found in 
Emperio Mall, U.B City, etc. Now anyone (say a BPO employee, a Punjab’s farmer or a 
newly turned entrepreneur) can afford and flaunt your favourite luxury brand. 
 
 How do you feel about this phenomenon? 
 What distinguishes you from another person carrying/using the same 
brand/product? 
(Probe – In terms of pronouncing a brand name or fashion/dressing sense related 
to luxury products) 
 Is there anything you know about the luxury brands (that is not advertised in 
public) which others do not know about?  
 What are your sources of such knowledge about luxury brands? 
(Probe –  





 Hereditary factors – about stories related to family possessions including 
the role of family members in it. 
 Education and travel stories – about travel photographs, etc. 
 Possessions – about personal possessions such as a wine cellar or bag 
parade. 
 Parties/weddings/events – about meeting regular invitees such as luxury 
brand managers/ambassadors. How is exclusive knowledge communicated 
in such events?). 
 
 What is the most important thing which you look out for and you think others do 
not recognize in the luxury products?  
(Probe – For example, dial in watches) 
 Is there some unheard brand which you have introduced to your friends? How did 
you do that? 
 Will you abandon your favourite luxury brand if it becomes too commonly used 
by people? 
(Probe – Its role in convincing their friends and social networks to abandon the 
brand). 
 
Respondents – The Gold Collars, New Money and The BPO Generation 
 
Objective – To understand how other classes (the Gold Collars, New Money and The 
BPO Generation) react towards or overcome the distinction boundaries drawn by the 
Old Money and how these classes have adopted ‘irrationalized’ luxury goods. 
 What are some of the brands which you have been using in the past in the 
following categories?  
 
Apparel   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Perfumes   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Cosmetics   ------------------------------------------------------ 
Bags and Accessories  --------------------------------------------- 
Watches   ------------------------------------------------------ 
 
 Did you/your family buy luxury products in the past? 
(Probe – If yes, how many? and the emotional value of such product. 
 
 Why did not you buy luxury products in the past? Was luxury an aspiration in the 
past? 
 
As you know, the luxury brands have entered India and now can conveniently be found in 
Emperio Mall, U.B City, etc. Luxury is no more limited to the elite classes but with 
increasing salaries and convenience, it is relatively easy to obtain a luxury brand. 
 
 How do you feel about this phenomenon? 
 Have you started buying luxury brands in the categories discussed? Please name 





 Why have you started buying luxury brands?  
(Probe – What motivates you to buy luxury products?) 
 
 How long is your association with such luxury brands? 
 Is there any emotional conflict experienced when you switched brands (over from 
your favourite brand in the past to a luxury brand)? 
 How do you rationalize/justify your purchase which was dismissed in the past – to 
yourself and to your peers/friends/family? 
 While using a luxury product, have you ever felt any differentiation from the 
people of higher economic status? 
 How did you react to such differentiation? 
(Probe – In terms of abandoning the brand or getting to know more about the 
brand)  
 
Theme 2: Inter-Class Emulation 
 
Objective – To explore the emulating and information seeking patterns in consumer 
classes in context of luxury products. 
 
Respondents – All classes (the Old Money, Gold Collars, New Money and The BPO 
Generation). 
 
 Where do you wear/use luxury products/brands?  
(Probe – Reasons behind it) 
 How do you feel when you use them in public? 
 Do people come to you for luxury-related information? Why and what kind of 
people (if possible, refer the Facebook friend network of the respondent). 
 How do you feel after sharing luxury brand–related information within your peer 
group? 
(Probe – How do you think the brand information sharing benefits you?) 
 When you share the luxury brand–related knowledge with your friends and 
family, how do you think it benefits them? 
 Do you go to your friends to seek information on luxury products/brands? Why 
and from whom? (If possible, refer the Facebook friend network of the 
respondent).  
 How close do you feel with such friends whom you share/seek luxury brand–
related information? 
(Probe – Are such friends conspicuous or subtle in their information sharing?) 
 Has your relationship with your peers changed after such information sharing? 
 Please fill in the questionnaire (Mavenism scale – Refer Appendix). 
 What kind of products (categories) are often involved in such knowledge 
discussion? 
(Probe – The product categories are re-iterated for recall.) 







Theme 3: Intra-Class Distinction (Omnivorousness)  
Objective – To explore how certain consumer classes engage in omnivorous consumer 
behaviours and cross-buy genuine luxury products and their real-fakes or pair-up luxury 
products with ordinary goods. 
 
Respondents – All 
 
 What is your opinion on pairing up luxury brands and non-luxury ones? Do you 
do that? 
 What kind of brands do you pair up with your luxury brands?  
(Probe – Do you wear only luxury brands or pair it up with other brands?) 
 Why do you engage in such consumption? 
 Has this kind of pairing pattern emerged over time? How have you accumulated 
such brands over the years? 
(Probe – Related experiences and social influences behind omnivorousness are 
probed.) 
 Will you stop such behaviour if your friends and family disapprove it? 
 
Nowadays, there is an easy availability of genuine fakes at fraction of the price of real 
luxury brands. 
 
 What do you think of genuine fakes? 
 Do you buy genuine fakes?  
 Apart from price, are there any other reasons behind buying genuine fakes? 
 If you were to go to the events organized by different circles of friends/work 
colleagues/family/leisure groups, what kind of brands will you wear? Does it 
depend on the kind of circles? 
(Probe – About the participant’s luxury brand preference based on his in-groups 
and ease of switching brands to suit the in-group’s expectations/norm.) 
 
